kingsnake is a mem-

ber of any one of

eight species and mul-
tiple subspecies that make up the
genus Lampropeltis. The eight
species include the gray-banded
kingsnake (alterna), prairie kingsnake
(calligaster), common kingsnake (getula),
Mexican gray-banded kingsnake (mexicana),
Sonoran mountain kingsnake (pyromelana), Ruthven's
kingsnake (ruthveni), California mountain kingsnake (zonata)
and milk snake (triangufum). (Milk snakes are also kingsnakes;
they are the only one of the eight species that doesn't have the
word “kingsnake” as part of their common name, but oddly one of
the subspecies of the milk snake group is the scarlet kingsnake.)

Kingsnakes have the largest natural geographical range of any
land snake, being found from southern Canada to northern South
America, from below sea level to more than a mile high in eleva-
tion and from jungle to desert habitats. Kingsnakes are powerful
constrictors that feed on almost any animal they can overpower
and swallow whole, including venomous snakes. They range in
size from 18 inches to almost 8 feet.

Most kingsnakes make good pets. Many are very colorful, and
some are coral snake mimics. Most are easy to care for in captivi-
ty. This article will concentrate on breeding this wonderful group
of snakes in captivity.

Choices, Choices, Choices
Which kingsnake should you select? Some, like the scarlet
kingsnake, are extremely colorful and do very well when their cap-
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tive re-

quirements are

met; however, their

hatchlings are so small that it is difficult to find appropriate-sized
food. Some, such as the gray-banded kingsnake, do great as
adults, but many of the neonates require lizards or tricks to get
them to start feeding. Others, such as the larger milk snakes and
common kingsnakes, can exceed 6-foot lengths.

All the kingsnakes deserve to be worked with. But my advice
includes doing your homeworlk, visiting breeders if possible, mak-
ing sure you have the resources necessary to care for the snake
and then make your choice. Once you have made a decision, check
availability, talk to breeders who produce your selection and ask
last-minute questions before making a purchase. It's best to pur-
chase captive-bred kingsnakes. Except in rare circumstances, it
makes no sense to collect or buy wild-caught kingsnakes for a
breeding colony when there are so many beautiful, parasite-free,
captive-produced kings that readily feed available.




1 suggest buying baby
kingsnakes that have fed at least
three times on baby mice before you
take possession. You can assume that
the parents were healthy and well kept, or the
babies wouldn't be available for sale.

Purchasing adult snakes scares me. I don't want to tell you
how many adult snakes have been offered to the general public as
“proven breeders” (not by me!). Many I've seen were proven al-
right — proven to be sterile or laying infertile eggs. There are
probably cases where young healthy breeder snakes are offered,
but again, ask questions. One question should be: “Why are you
selling a pair in prime condition for this price when you can make
more each year selling the offspring?”

Inbreeding

If you buy related snalkes for your breeders, is that bad? As with
most questions relating to reptiles, there is no absolute answer. In-
breeding is common in herpetoculture. If it is done and the results
are good, that's called line breeding. If the results are bad, it is “in-

Pictured
are a super
hypo and a dark nor-
mal Durango mountain kingsnake
(Lampropeltis mexicana greeri).

breeding syndrome.” Wild snakes in gener- %
al don't travel far, and many return to one

\ area for breeding each spring. Many wild
b populations have inbreeding.

Many kingsnakes have been bred broth-
er to sister for many generations in captiv-
ity with no noticeable negative effects. If

there are no “bad genes” present, the re-
sulting offspring will be OK; results of nor-
BP9 malphase breeding seem to bear that out.
& With genetic mutations, such as albinism,
something malfunctioned in the animal’s genetic
makeup to lose the normal coloration or characteristic.
There is a much greater chance that there could be other
fanlty genes present. Bottom line: If unrelated snakes are
available, these are preferable. If you can only get your
hands on related breeders, however, it should be OK.

Breeding Groups

For a basic breeding group, I recommend purchasing
two males and four females, as unrelated as possible
(unless there is a certain genetic trait you want to iso-
late and work with, in that case, related works
best). If all grow to maturity, you have two
trios; when it comes time to sell or pick for
future generations of breeders, you can mix
from the two unrelated trios. If something
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happens to one male, your second male can
breed to all four females, and if one female
“goes down,” you still are in production.

Be sure the kingsnakes are sexed cor-
rectly. Check for yourself, or have the
breeder confirm the sex and show you how.
The usual mistake is to think a male is a
female because the hemipenes don't “pop”
when checked. I always double check with
a probe. You don't want to raise your
snakes for two to three years only to find
out some of your girls are bays.

Raising Youngsters

I prefer a clear, plastic shoebox rack
system to raise my babies. I usnally keep
babies in the standard shoebox during the
first year. The cage floor has heat provided
by heat tape toward the rear (with the
thermostat set at 84 degrees Fahrenheit
and a background temperature in the mid-
70s), so the snake can thermoregulate.

Each shoebox has a snake record card
taped on the lid. I prefer fine, kiln-dried
pine shavings as substrate and provide a
lightweight water bowl for each baby. (If
you use a heavy water bowl, make sure it's
resting on the cage floor; if there is sub-
strate underneath, it may attempt to bur-
row and crush itself.) Keep neonates sepa-
rately. If you keep baby kings together,
one may kill and swallow its cagemate,
often dying itself in the process.

1 don't believe you can overfeed the babies
at this point; offer two, three, even four meals

Kingsnal
to keep and breed.

o

a week. Make sure to use size-appropriate ro-
dents. Each meal should leave a small but
noticeable lump in the snake’s body.

If your snakes accept and keep their
meals down, they will grow rapidly. Size is
the important thing in sexual maturity, not
age. I have had Pueblan milks breed at 9
months and Durango mountain kings dou-
ble clutch before their second birthday. Not
all snakes accept food and grow this fast,
but as long as they are getting long — not
fat — it's fine. Once they near their adult
size (which varies with species and indi-

kes, suh as this Huachuca mountain king (Lampropeltis pyromelana woodini), are easy

viduals) and start getting fat, slow down
on the food. You do not want overweight
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Kingsnakes come in a variety of amazing colors.This blotch is from a Durango mountain king.

breeder snakes.

If your snakes accept food all year, feed
them through the first winter. If they seem
healthy, but refuse food during the winter
(many individuals of some of the mountain
species do this), brumate them.

The cage should be dry, but with drinking
water available. If it gets too humid, consid-
er a covered water bowl, or remove the
bowl for a few days. When the ventilation
holes in the box can't keep up with the hu-
midity caused by feces, or you have to clean
the box too often, it is time to move the
snake up to a sweaterbox, and for smaller
species, a breeder cage.

COURTESY ROBERT AFFLEGATE
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Despite their common name, milk snakes are
also kingsnakes.This is an albino Nelson’s milk
snake (Lampropeltis triongulum nelsoni).

Setting the Mood

As your snakes' second winter ap-
proaches, it's time to evalnate them as po-
tential breeder candidates. Are they large
enough to breed next spring? Again, go to
your breeder for answers specific to the
species with which you're working. Some
kingsnakes breed at less than 3% ounces,
others should be more than 10! ounces.

If you decide to breed your snakes, do
not feed them during the last two weeks of



These gray-banded kingsnake.(Lampropeftis
alterna) babies will be ready for their first
meal anytime after their first shed.

October. Keep them warm, so they can di-
gest and pass any remaining stomach con-
tents. Then put the snakes together as a
breeding group; limit it to one male per
group, but as many females as you can
reasonably track.

[ keep adult kingsnakes together year-
round, though they are separated for feeding
and when a female is ready to lay eggs. Al-
ways feed kingsnakes in isolation, and keep
them apart for a few hours until the feeding
response has abated. I have 2-foot-square,
glass-fronted cages with multiple drawers
underneath that I can use to isolate them.
Remember that in the wild these snakes are
solitary as well as snake eaters, so watch
them for a while after any introduction.

Turn the heat down or off, depending on
your background temperatures, and let the
cage temperature drop to about 50 degrees
Fahrenheit. Some of the more tropical
kingsnakes do not need this low of a drop;
in the wild they may coordinate their breed-
ing cycle with daylight hours or perhaps the
rainy season. However, [ have worked with
all eight kingsnake species, and this works.
The temperatures in the room will fluctuate
some, but avoid major changes (10 degrees
or more) in a short time, even if you have to
insulate the room or cage.

Check on the snakes once a week or so,
give them fresh water and keep an eye out
for shed problems. If an animal has shed-
ding difficulties, soak it overnight in a
shallow ventilated container as you would
normally. However, the water should be at
the cold-room temperature (in the 50s).
The skin should be loose the next day.

My snakes receive a cooling period [bru-
mation) from November 1 to March 1. My
cages are large and contain lots of Calci-
Sand, so they do not change temperatures
quickly. On March 1, I hit a switch, and all
the heat tapes come on. It takes a few days
for the cages to heat up. Some breeders be-

@
z
g
g
E
&
&
&
¥
=3
2
i
=
g

ALL
CUSTOMERS

GET PRIORITY
SERVICE

= King Meal Worm
(superworms)

= Snookums

Best Meal Worm
e

(feeders)

= Giant Meal -

Finally...a Real Weapon

in the war against mites

Provent-a-Mite™

is the only Federally approved
product that will eliminate
mites and ticks on your
reptiles.

Provent-a-Mitem

has undergone more than 9
years of research and clinical
testing to insure that it will
effectively eradicate mites and
ticks that feed on reptiles, and
will not harm the host being
treated when used as directed.

No Other Product
Can Make These
Claims!

o=
)g 1 - ):,Pw Sah

Prozmmes

« Easy to Use

+ #1 Rated product on the
market

= No need to replace
substrate or disinfect
enclosure

« One application lasts up to
30 days

« Makes any substrate or
surface miteproof

« Proven results

« Only product that can be
used preventatively. Just
spray on substrate, racks,
enclosure openings, etc.,
once a month as directed to
kill any disease carrying
mites and ticks before they
can become a problem.

36 Split Rock Road
Mahopac, NY 10541
www.pro-products.com

845-628-8960

™

march,

2006 « reptiles magazine




PINKIES &
FUZAIES. ..

Natural Food Snakes Love.

Now Available:

RATS!

These mice are prefrozen for
shipping & handling and
easy storage in the freezer.

(903) 683-5212

Lam Distributing Company
P.O. Box 407 = Rusk, TX 75785

Sall enough to appreciate ycur business
Large enough for qualiny service.

FOR SUBSCRIPTION
INFORMATION, CONTACT:

REPTILES MAGAZINE
P.O. Box 58700
Boulder, CO 80322-8700
(800) 365-4421
Customer Service fax: (641) 842-6101
e-mail: fancy@neodata.com

(Please type “REPTILES”
in thesubject field.)

qualitycrickets.com

1-800-669-7304 SINCE 1968

$) 01)277 -9000
rovidence, RI

www.whatsyournlghtmare.co

64

reptiles magazine ¢ march,

lieve you should gradually bring up the heat
a few degrees a day. Either way works.

Time for Action

Think multiple, frequent meals. A male
may go off feed or never start feeding
during the breeding season. If a fe-
male refuses her normal food
item, try to entice her with a
delicacy like a baby rat or a
handful of fuzzy mice (even
when she’s shedding).

A common mistake is allowing
males to get too warm at this time.
If they get too warm, they become
sterile. There should be a warm area
of 80 to 85 degrees Fahrenheit in
their cages, but cooler spots as well. In
the wild, males can get very warm dur-
ing the day, but they are subject to much
cooler nighttime temperatures. A variable
thermostat (such as the Helix Controls I
use) programmed for a night drop does
this well. If your entire room is warm, put
the males in separate cages on the floor.

If a male is kept separate from the fe-
males, he should be introduced into their
cage every three to four days and left for a
few hours. Watch for breeding activity.
Sometimes kingsnakes mate before the
first meal of the season, but usually they
mate after the female has her first shed.
Some kingsnakes copulate for six to 10
minutes, some for hours. When the male
withdraws, there will be a drop of seminal
fluid (called the seminal plug) that falls off
the hemipene as it inverts.

COURTESY ROBERT APPLEGATE

Sinaloan milk
snakes (Lampro-
peltis triangulum

sinaloae) have

grown in populari-
ty as more hobby-
ists discover their

beautiful colors.

under a microscope on shaded screen at
200 power. You should see lots of sperm
swimming. If you do not, you'll want to
use your second male.

One reason I like the Calci-Sand so
much is that I can see the seminal plug on
the sand if I miss the actual mating. In
that case, I gently squeeze a little fluid
from the mated female and do a sperm
check. I have found a few live sperm up to
a week after a confirmed mating, but the
sooner you test the better.

Often when a female is ready to breed,
you can feel her follicles. Gently indent
your thumb up into her rib cage about mid-
body, and let her crawl over your thumb.
You can feel bumps like soft marbles. These
develop into eggs if fertilized. It is very im-
portant that a male be with her at this time.

Checking for Sperm
and Follicles

You can check for sperm under a micro-
scope. Take the seminal plug on a mount,
add some saline solution if necessary (con-
tact lens solution also works), and put it

Nesting and Incubation
Snakes can retain sperm and become
fertilized well after copulation. I have had
snakes lay good eggs the following year,
without a male being present. Usually 45

to 60 days after copulation, the female
sheds. This should be the pre-egg-laying
shed. The back third of the female’s body
looks distended.

Isolate her from other snakes, and pro-
vide a laybox. I like Tupperware-type con-
tainers with a hole cut in the top; these
are partially filled with slightly moistened
sphagnum moss. Good eggs are typically
laid in six to 10 days after the shed.

Remove the eggs, and place them in
your incubator. Keep them in the same po-
sition you found them, and remember the
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The author’s snake room has specially built
cages that allow the snakes to travel between
enclosures.The cages and drawers can also be
closed off with dividers.
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A Mexican milk snake (Lampropeltis triangu-
lum annulata) utilizes her laybox to deposit
her eggs.

“big three” for incubation: proper tempera-
ture (80 to 82 degrees Fahrenheit), proper
humidity (close to 100 percent) and good
ventilation. Eggs should be dry to the
touch, but moisture should show on the
side of the incubation chamber. I use ver-
miculite for incubation, but I have also
used perlite with success.

If eggs are infertile or go bad, they may
become soft, limp, smelly or sweaty. Don't
throw eggs away until you are certain they
are bad. I've had some pretty awful-look-
ing eggs hatch. Only throw bad eggs out if
they can safely be removed from a good
clutch. You don't want to ruin a good egg
that is attached to a bad one.

At this time, evaluate the female again.
Is her condition good enough to warrant a
second (or third) clutch? Either way, feed
her multiple small meals. If you decide
she'’s OK to breed again, immediately rein-
troduce the male. She may already have a
second clutch without the male if she is in
good condition, but you get more fertile
eggs with a second mating. If the mating is
successtul, the next shed will be another
pre-egg-laying shed. Feed your snakes well
the rest of the season, until brumation time.

Your eggs should hatch in 55 to 75 days
after laying. If some eggs initially hatch, and
two to three days later the rest have not slit,
you might consider slitting them yourself.

The newly hatched babies should be sep-
arated. Keep their individual record cards
showing hatch dates, parents, etc. handy.
You will want this information for tracking
purposes in the future, especially if your
snakes end up producing a desirable {rait.
The neonates usually shed approximately
one week later. Once they have shed, they
are ready for their first meal. Depending on
the snake and the amount of nutrition car-
ried [rom the egg, some wait almost a
month to feed. Now is the time to try to find
what they will accept. Good luck! m
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