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INTRODUCTION

Since the publication of my first book on leopard geckos in 1990, the herpetoculture of this species has undergone a revolution, transforming it into the first domesticated species of lizard. The leopard gecko is now the reptilian version of the parakeet or goldfish. Like the goldfish, selective breeding for xanthism (predominance of yellow and orange skin pigments produced by cells called xanthophores) launched the course for domestication. Today, at least ten varieties (morphs) of leopard geckos are commercially available, with many more on the horizon. As with fancy goldfish or koi carp, prize specimens are eagerly sought by breeders and fetch hundreds or even thousands of dollars.

Like other domesticated animals, the leopard gecko has certain characteristics that make it particularly suitable for this kind of endeavor. It is one of the hardiest of all lizard species, easy to keep, easy to breed, and potentially long-lived. It is a convenient size, neither too small to be appreciated and handled nor so large that it presents risks or requires enclosures that can’t be readily integrated into the average household. And the leopard gecko is undeniably beautiful, from the near velvet texture of its skin to its gold eyes and pastel shades of color. Like other animals developed as forms of living art, the leopard gecko has extremely variable color and pattern. These lizards also have nice personalities, by reptilian standards. By the time they are adults, many leopard geckos become quite docile and are slow and deliberate in their movements. The leopard gecko is one of the finest pets you could own.
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Because of the rapid changes in leopard gecko herpetoculture in the last five years, it became clear that to write an up-to-date book on the subject I needed to seek the help and advice of other specialists. The quality of information gathered in this book would have not been possible without the coauthors: my good friend Roger Klingenberg, D.V.M., who has joined me on several writing ventures; Ron Tremper, a pioneer in the domestication of leopard geckos, who developed several of the popular designer morphs; and Brian Viets, Ph.D., an expert on the effects of temperature on sex determination and skin pigmentation in leopard geckos. In addition to the chapters each wrote, all three contributed to information throughout the book.

Many other specialist breeders, in an admirable spirit of cooperation and support, provided invaluable help, information, and photos. Special thanks to Bill Brant, David Nieves, Tim Rainwater, David Northcott, Bill Love, Richard Bartlett, Mark Leshock, Tom Weidner, and Sean McKeown.


CHAPTER 1

GENERAL INFORMATION

Leopard geckos belong to the family Eublepharidae, which includes all geckos with moveable eyelids. The members of the family Eublepharidae, also lack toe pads (subdigital setae—pads of tiny, hairlike scale projections on the undersides of the toes). Therefore, these lizards are not able to climb smooth, vertical surfaces.

The Eublepharidae family is divided in two subfamilies: Eublepharinae and Aeluroscalabotinae. The subfamily Eublepharinae includes all geckos with eyelids except one: the odd little Indonesian creature known as the cat gecko (Aeluroscalabotes felinus). The cat gecko is in its own separate subfamily, the Aeluroscalabotinae.

Some of the other well-known eublepharids (geckos with eyelids) in herpetoculture include the banded geckos (Coleonyx sp.) of the New World; Japanese and Hainan eyelid geckos (respectively Goniurosaurus kuroiwae and G. lichtenfelderi); the African fat-tailed gecko (Hemitheconyx caudicinctus), and the occasionally imported African clawed gecko (Holodactylus africanus). The cat gecko, a rare species from parts of Indonesia and Southeast Asia, is currently maintained and bred by only a handful of American hobbyists.

What’s in a Name?

The scientific name of the leopard gecko is Eublepharis macularius (Etymology of the name: Eu = good, true; blephar = eyelid; macularius = spotted). In the pet trade, leopard geckos are also sometimes sold under the common name of Indian or Pakistani fat-tailed geckos. Some scientific literature also lists this species as the spotted fat-tailed gecko.

Distribution

The leopard gecko is found in Afghanistan, northwestern India, and Pakistan. The majority of the early captive stock was imported from Pakistan, although in recent years some imports are said to have originated in Afghanistan.

Sexing

There is only slight sexual dimorphism between males and females. Males are somewhat more heavy-bodied and have a slightly broader head and thicker neck than females. The only reliable method for determining sex is to look at the underside of these animals. Males have a V-shaped row of enlarged preanal pores in front of the vent (anus) that may exude a waxy secretion. Another obvious characteristic of mature males is the presence of paired hemipenal (male sex organs) swellings at the base of the tail. In contrast, females have preanal pits rather than enlarged pores and lack paired swellings at the base of the tail. Juveniles that are at least one month old can be sexed with some reliability by checking for developing preanal pores (in contrast to the barely hinted pits of female hatchlings). Use a 10x magnifying glass or pocket microscope.

Size

Adult leopard geckos can attain a maximum length just over 8 inches. Hatchlings have a total length of 3¼ to 3½ inches.
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Close-up of a male leopard gecko showing enlarged preanal pores and hemipenal bulges.
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Close-up of a female leopard gecko’s tail base.

Growth Rate

Compared to large lizards, the relative growth rate of leopard geckos is minimal, a twenty-fold increase in weight from hatchling to adult. Hatchlings weigh 2½ to 3 grams. Adults typically weigh 45 to 60 grams but can attain a weight of 100 grams. Young adults can breed at 30 to 35 grams. Adult size is usually reached by about eighteen months.

Longevity

Leopard geckos are long-lived lizards. There is record of a male that was twenty-eight years old and still living at the Saint Louis Zoo. Herpetoculturist Ron Tremper reported another captive male specimen that was twenty-nine years of age and still living. Female leopard geckos are generally shorter lived than males. The current longevity record for a female leopard gecko is twenty-one years and ten months (Slavens and Slavens, 1997).


Other Leopard Geckos




All members of the genus Eublepharis are known as leopard geckos. Besides the common leopard gecko (Eublepharis macularius) of the pet trade, there are the Turkmenian leopard gecko (E. turcmenicus), the East Indian leopard gecko (E. hardwickii), the Iranian leopard gecko (E. angramainyu) (up to 6.8 inches snout-to-vent length [SVL]), and the recently described West Indian leopard gecko (E. fuscus). The latter is of particular interest to hobbyists. It was initially described as a subspecies of the common leopard gecko (E. macularius fuscus) (Borner 1981) until Das elevated it to species status (Das 1997). The West Indian leopard gecko is one of the largest geckos, with an SVL of nearly 10 inches.




CHAPTER 2

THE LEOPARD GECKO AS A PET

Leopard geckos, even though they are the most easily kept of the lizards, are not necessarily the best lizard pets to be handled and interacted with frequently. They should be thought of as display lizards that will tolerate occasional handling. Still, leopard geckos seldom bite and, if they do, the bite is of little consequence. Also, after a little handling, leopard geckos don’t scurry but instead move in a relatively slow and deliberate manner. As with all animals, the degree to which your leopard gecko is a pet depends on the animal’s genetic propensity and the amount of interaction you invest in it. As a general rule, closely supervise children when they are handling leopard geckos. Animals that are regularly handled for short periods are usually calmer than animals that do not have such interaction. On the other hand, extensive and long-term handling is generally not recommended with leopard geckos because it causes the animals stress. Hatchlings and juveniles are smaller and more nervous than adults and should not be unnecessarily handled until they become subadults (5 inches long or so).
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With regular but brief periods of handling many adult leopard geckos will remain quite calm, particularly males. It is one of the qualities that make them an ideal pet lizard.

[image: image]

The leopard gecko is a beautiful species with some of the best qualities to be found in a reptile pet.

If you are looking for a lizard pet that can tolerate high levels of handling, better choices are Australian blue-tongued skinks (Tiliqua scincoides) and inland bearded dragons (Pogona vitticeps).


CHAPTER 3

HOW TO SELECT A LEOPARD GECKO

Most of the leopard geckos sold in the trade are captive-bred juveniles, with subadults, retired breeders, and imports sporadically available.
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Large adult leopard geckos such as this one may not be capable of producing eggs.

Wild Imports v. Captive Bred

Relatively few wild-collected leopard geckos are now imported into the United States and they are primarily of interest only to breeders who want to diversify their gene pools. Compared to the captive-bred leopard geckos offered in the pet trade, wild imported specimens typically appear dull-colored, beat up, and thin. Captive-bred and raised animals are best for aspiring leopard gecko owners because they are generally more attractive and healthier than wild forms.

Size

If your interest is captive breeding or having a long-lived pet, then the best choice is an immature leopard gecko under 6 inches long that you can reliably assume is under one year old. For beginners, animals at least 4 inches long are a better choice than small hatchlings, which tend to be more delicate. If you are attracted to a particularly large and robust adult, probably a retired breeder, remember that it may be old and, in the case of a female, probably not capable of producing many more eggs.

Sex

Both male and female leopard geckos make equally nice pets. If you plan to breed leopard geckos, remember that you need only one male per ten or even twenty females, and males cannot be housed together when mature. If you want to introduce a valuable new mutation such as albinism into your colony, a single male is a better investment than a single female. If your goal is to beat existing longevity records for the species, then a male is also a better choice.

Morphs/Varieties

There are now many varieties of leopard geckos and every year seems to bring some new variation. The primary criterion for selecting a morph should be the aesthetic appeal it has for you. If your interest is primarily in the financial benefits of breeding one morph or another, then research your market carefully before investing.
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Representatives of lines developed by David Nieves. On top is a “tangerine” leopard gecko and on the bottom is a “high-contrast” leopard gecko with orange tint.

Selecting a Potentially Healthy Leopard Gecko

The following are guidelines for selecting a potentially healthy leopard gecko. However, careful examination and selection prior to purchase does not always guarantee a healthy leopard gecko. Recognition of disease may also require veterinary methods, such as fecal exams. On two occasions I bought what appeared to be relatively healthy animals that were later diagnosed with coccidiosis (a parasitic infestation). On the bright side, many of the captive-bred leopard geckos sold in the pet trade are healthy.

Steps to Selecting a Leopard Gecko

1. The body outline should be smooth, the outline of the hip bones not visible, and the tail rounded—without wrinkles that give it a shrunken appearance. In the case of imports, a wrinkled tail may simply mean that a leopard gecko has not been fed for an extended period of time.

2. The mouth, when closed, should appear even, with no jutting upper or lower jaw.

3. Examine the digits (fingers and toes). They should appear even without swelling. No toes should be missing.

4. The eyes should be equal in size (see pictures in this book). Avoid leopard geckos with small eyes or with large bug-eyes.

5. If fecal matter is present in the enclosure, examine it for consistency. The feces of healthy leopard geckos are semiformed and somewhat pelleted in shape. They are dark with some whitish urates. Pale, light-colored, or yellow-orange feces, pasty feces that are patty shaped, and runny feces are all signs of possible disease.

6. Ask the seller to let you see the leopard gecko in which you are interested up close. It should appear bright-eyed and alert when in your hand. Look at the belly area of the leopard gecko; the vent area should appear flush and clean without swelling, fecal smearing, or caked material.

Number of Animals

Leopard geckos, like many reptiles, do not require the company of cagemates to fare well. A single animal will thrive when kept by itself. If you want more than one leopard gecko, remember that adult males cannot be kept together or they will fight. Most of the animals sold in the pet trade are females, which can safely be kept together. If you want to breed leopard geckos, it is best to keep one male with several females. As a general rule, animals kept singly tend to maintain more weight and be more brightly colored than those kept in groups.
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A container designed for rearing individual leopard geckos.
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