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Leonis phase individual. The background colour can vary from cream to grey

LAMPROPELTES
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The Nuevo Leon
kingsnake, Lampropeltis
mexicana thayeri Loveridge,
1924 is one of four sub-
species belonging to the
Mexican kingsnake complex. The
other three are the San Luis Potosi
kingsnake L. mexicana mexicana
(Garman, 1884); the Durango king-
snake, L. mexicana greeri Webb,
1961; and the grey-banded king-
snake, L. mexicana alterna Brown,
1901 (sometimes regarded as a sepa-
rate species, L. alterna). All of these
small kingsnakes make excellent
choices for the vivarium.

Lampropeltis mexicana thayeri is
probably the least known and cer-
tainly the most confusing. For a
start, it has three common names:
they are Nuevo Leon kingsnake (after
the Mexican state of Nuevo
Leon, where it lives); Thayer’s
kingsnake; and variable king-
snake. Secondly, it occurs in a
number of different colour
patterns, sometimes known
as ‘leonis phase’, ‘milksnake
phase’ and ‘black phase’. In
addition to all this variation,
leonis phase animals may
have cream, grey or ‘buckskin’ %
backgrounds - buckskin being a
pinky beige colour. By now you
are probably getting some idea of
why it is sometimes called the ‘vari-
able’ kingsnake!

Notwithstanding all this, any form
of the Nuevo Leon kingsnake is
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attractive and worth looking out for.
A brief description of the three basic
forms is as follows:

Leonis phase animals have a plain
background of grey, cream or pink with
narrow, well-separated crossbars or
‘slashes’, which have red centres and
black borders. Their heads are usu-
ally unmarked or they have a small
dark figure on top.

Milksnake phase animals are red,
cream and black, with their markings
arranged as rings of roughly equal
width -like a milksnake, Lampropeltis
triangulum (Lacépede, 1788).

Black phase animals are black - no
surprises here - and look superficial-
ly like a Mexican black kingsnake,
Lampropeltis getula nigritus Zweifel
& Norris, 1995 when young but have
a different body shape.

Although the genetics of this
snake have not been thoroughly
sorted out, more than one form of
offspring can be produced from a
single clutch of eggs. The black
form seems to be dom-
inant - if one of the
parents is black,
at least
half the
off-

spring T
will also be black
and, sometimes, they
will all be black (depending on the
genetic make-up of the black par-
ent). Breeding from two leonis
phase animals produces a whole
clutch of leonis phase young but
their colours can vary.

L. m. thayeri reaches a total length
of about 60 ¢cm, or just over two feet,
making it an ideal snake to keep in a
small terrarium or plastic drawer. It is
roughly cylindrical in cross-section,
like most kingsnakes, and its head is
flattened from top to bottom and is
only slightly wider than its neck.
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Maintenance
In captivity, this snake is a pleasure
to keep. It rarely, if ever, bites and
has a placid disposition, being quite
oblivious to handling although, when
you first open its cage, you might
sometimes get a nip from a greedy
individual that thinks you are going
to feed it. It has a good appetite and
will usually feed on mice that have
been frozen then thawed
(although some indi-
viduals

Milksnake phase snakes are
patterned like a milksnake

prefer freshly-killed mice). It can
take surprisingly large mice, consid-
ering its small head, and grows
quickly if fed regularly. In my expe-
rience it is easier to care for than
either the grey-banded kingsnake or
the Durango kingsnake, and every
bit as easy as the more popular
Mexican kingsnake.

You can keep adults in a variety of
cages. Some breeders use a basic



plastic boxes or drawers measuring
approximately 60 x 30 x 15 cm. They
need very little in the way of furnish-
ings, just a layer of wood shavings
and a water bowl. If you give them a
hide box they will probably be hap-
pier but it is not essential - a terra-
cotta flowerpot makes a good hide
box if you enlarge the drainage hole
then place the pot upside down in

the cage — the
snake

P will
" soon find
its way into
the upturned pot
and the rough surface will

help it to get rid of its skin when the
time comes.

If you prefer to keep your snakes
on display, this little kingsnake
makes a good exhibit for a small
glass terrarium. You can use a num-
ber of different materials on the
floor of the cage, including pebbles
or bark chippings but I prefer to use
a layer of dead leaves (beech or
bracken) because they look natural
but are very practical as well — you
can easily throw them away when
they are dirty and replace them with

fresh leaves. They don’t cost any-
thing, either! To make the display
more attractive, you can add some
branches or rocks but be careful not
to overcrowd the cage. Living plants
do not usually survive for long in
such cages because they need more
light and a higher humidity than the
snake. If you wish, you can use arti-
ficial plants but, in my opinion,
pieces of dead branch or driftwood
make the cage look just as attractive.
A bowl of clean water is essential
and you can either use the bowls that

are supposed to look like minia-
ture rock pools. or a small dish
made from glass or glazed pot-

tery, which will probably be

more practical and easier to

clean.

Whichever kind of cage you
use, you should keep the
snakes at a temperature of
about 20-25°C during the day-
time in summer. Nighttime
temperatures can be lower
but this is not essential. The

best way to heat them is to
provide an undercage heat-pad
at one end of the box or cage.
This creates a thermal gradient
and the snake can move around in
the cage to find the position that
suits it best at any given time. You
can keep young Nuevo kingsnakes at
the same temperature throughout
the year and they will usually contin-
ue to feed in the winter and, there-
fore, grow more quickly. To breed
them, however, you will have to find
somewhere cool to house them for a
few months.

Breeding

You should cool Nuevo Leon
kingsnakes during the winter if you
hope to breed from them. A temper-
ature of 15°C is probably adequate
although 10°C is better. They will
certainly withstand colder conditions
than this if they are in good condi-
tion because their natural range
includes mountains where the winter
temperatures are below freezing. As
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st alls:
Many leonis phase animals have copper coloured

with all snakes, you will only be able
to give them a winter rest (and
therefore breed them) if they are
well fed and healthy. Warm them up
in the early spring (February to
April) and give them one or two
meals before putting the male and
female together. They will usually
mate soon after you have
introduced them although
they may wait until one or
both have shed their skin. In
any case, it is a good idea to
leave them together for a
couple of weeks - I have
never heard of any cases of
cannibalism in this kingsnake.

The female lays her eggs
about forty days after mating,
and about ten days after her
pre-laying shed. An average
clutch consists of six to eight
eggs although young females
may only lay three or four
and especially large ones
have been known to lay over
ten. Some breeders put the
snakes back together for a
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second clutch but this is only advis-
able if the female has fed well and
regained her body weight after lay-
ing the first clutch.

The eggs hatch after about 70 days
at 28°C. Part of the pleasure in keep-
ing this kingsnake is the anticipation
of seeing the hatchlings - they will
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probably all be slightly different
from each other and you will nearly
always get one or two really pretty
hatchlings. They shed when they are
about one week to ten days old and
then you can offer them food. They
usually start feeding after one or two
attempts but sometimes they are
obstinate. If any refuse to eat
on several successive attempts
you may have to scent a pinky
by washing it in water and
rubbing it over a lizard.
Another technique that works
well with this snake (and sev-
eral others) is to take away
the heat from any hatchlings
that have not fed by the time
they are about two months
old. Keep them cool (about
10°C) for two or three months
and then put them back on
the heat. You will usually find
that they start feeding now.
As a last resort, you may have
to try force-feeding, although
I have rarely found that is
necessary. =





