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Set Up Cage First
Have the cage already set up before bringing the snake home. It's not a good 
idea to make a spur-of-the-moment purchase and end up keeping a snake in 
an inadequate cage temporarily. It's a stressful time for a snake when you 
move it to a new home, and stress makes a snake susceptible to illness. So if 
you want your new pet snake to be healthy, make sure that when you bring it 
home you put it into a cage that has everything it needs to live (proper 
temperatures, fresh water, places to hide, etc.). 
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Buy Captive-Bred
In most cases, it's best to purchase a captive-bred snake, as opposed to a 
wild-caught one. You will be much more likely to end up with a healthy animal 
that will eat regularly and have a good temperament. In addition, you won't be 
needlessly reducing wild snake populations. In some situations, it's desirable 
to bring certain wild-caught snakes into captivity. That is best done by 
experienced keepers that are prepared to deal with stressed or heavily-
parasitized snakes. The best way to ensure that you are buying a captive-
bred snake is to buy it directly from a breeder and have it shipped to you or 
buy it from a reputable breeder at a herp show. 

Top

Quarantine New Snakes



You should quarantine all newly acquired snakes for a minimum of 60 days 
(longer is better -- I use 6 months). This will help ensure that they are healthy 
before you add them to your main collection. Obviously, the larger and more 
valuable your collection is, the more you stand to lose if you introduce 
diseases into it. At the very least, quarantined specimens should be in 
separate cages and have no contact with other reptiles. It's better if you can 
put them in a separate room because snakes can transmit airborne diseases, 
just like humans can, although this is presently not very common. 

During the quarantine, you should watch closely for external parasites (mites, 
ticks) and signs of internal parasites (smelly, runny stools, regurgitation, etc.). 
Remember, if you see one snake mite, there are probably many more present 
that you have not yet seen. Take appropriate steps to kill any mites that are 
detected. Even better, don't accept a snake with mites. Return infested 
snakes immediately for a full refund. Sellers that send you snake mites don't 
deserve your business. 

During the quarantine period, you should have each new snake checked for 
internal parasites by a qualified veterinarian. This is especially important if the 
snake is known to be wild-caught, if it comes from an unknown origin, or if the 
snake was purchased from a pet store. Any health problems that are detected 
should be successfully treated before ending the quarantine. 
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Don't Feed Immediately
Don't feed a new pet snake right after bringing it home. A healthy snake 
doesn't need to eat right away, and it's best if you give it a few days to inspect 
its new cage and settle in before you offer it food. You don't want your new 
snake to relate any recent, unsettling experiences (like the trip it just took to 
your place) with its new home or the food you'll be feeding it. 

Some snakes would eat right after a plane ride if you offered them food, and 
some will lose their appetite if you just move them to a different cage. Since 
snakes don't require food daily, it's best to be conservative with feeding at 
first. 

Give a new snake access to appropriate heat, places to hide, and fresh water, 
and don't handle it at all for a couple of days. It may be hard for you to wait, 
but it's best to be patient. After your new pet snake has been alone in its new 
cage for a couple of days, you can offer the first meal. Snakes do everything 
at their own pace, and you need to adapt your care to their needs because 



they can't adapt their needs to you.
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Shedding & Food Don't Mix
Don't offer a pet snake food, especially a live rodent, when its skin and eyes 
are clouding, prior to shedding. Wait until the skin shedding is complete even 
though the clouding may have gone away. Once a snake's skin goes from 
cloudy to almost normal looking, it will normally shed its skin within a few 
days. Most snakes won't eat during their shedding cycle anyway, so it's best 
to just wait until the old skin has been completely shed before you offer food 
to your pet snake.

Also, refrain from handling your pet if it's in the pre-shed, "cloudy" period 
because it will be more nervous than usual. You should provide access to 
extra moisture and keep the snake's stress level as low as possible during this 
time. If you mistakenly offer your snake a meal during its shedding cycle and it 
does eat, that's not a problem. Just leave the snake alone to digest the meal 
and finish its shed cycle, and it should be fine. 
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Buy A Healthy Snake
When buying a pet snake, do your best to pick out a healthy animal. Inspect 
your prospective purchase carefully for respiratory infection, burns, skin 
infection, mites, broken ribs, kinked spine, and check its eyes. Rescues of 
snakes being kept in poor conditions are best left to experienced snake 
keepers. Beginners will have a much better experience if they start with a 
healthy snake that eats well. 
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Feed Alone In Cage
Don’t feed a snake with another snake in the same cage. They may distract 
each other and not eat, or they may fight over a meal. This can result in one 
snake swallowing the other after a prolonged struggle, and that can easily 
cause the death of both snakes. At the very least, a keeper that feeds two 
snakes together is putting himself/herself at risk for snakebite because it may 
become necessary to try to separate the two excited snakes that are intent on 
eating the same food item (not good for them or you). 
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Handle With Care
You can handle most pet snakes several times a week if you want to. This will 
help maintain a bond of trust between the two of you and keep your snake 
accustomed to having direct contact with people. With a few species, regular 
handling may be necessary to keep them manageable, but most snakes will 
remain tame even if they aren't handled often. Move slowly when interacting 
with a snake, and give it the same consideration you would want if a "giant" 
were handling you! 

The length of time you keep a snake out of its cage depends upon the snake 
and your handling ability. You should take into account what the snake's 
temperature requirements are, and how warm the air is where you're handling 
it, so you don't keep it out too long. Many snakes tolerate being handled very 
well, but if your pet acts stressed, you should put it back into its cage. Short 
handling periods are best for nervous babies. Most will calm down and get 
used to being handled as they age. 
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Beware Of Live Rodents
I highly recommend that you feed your rodent-eating snakes frozen/thawed 
food animals. If you must feed your snake live food animals, don't leave a 
rodent running around in the snake's cage unattended, especially if the snake 
isn't showing interest in eating. Rodents quickly realize when a snake isn't in a 
feeding mood or condition (like if a snake is sick, too cold, stressed, 
shedding), and they will take advantage of that. Very serious damage, even 
death of the snake, can result because debilitated snakes often aren't able to 
adequately defend themselves against a hungry rodent. At the very least, you 
should put some rodent chow into the snake cage for the rodent to eat if you 
are planning to leave a rodent and a snake together unattended. 

Even though you may be right there watching the feeding process, it only 
takes a fraction of a second for a rodent to inflict a painful bite or scratch on 
your snake, and that can cause serious problems. Most pet snakes take to 
eating frozen/thawed rodents easily, but it's well worth the effort to get even 
stubborn snakes started on eating dead food. 

There are other reasons to use frozen/thawed rodents for snake food instead 
of feeding pet snakes live animals. For one, frozen/thawed food is much less 
likely to transmit parasites to your pet snake. I wrote extensively about how 
and why to use frozen/thawed rodents in Snake Keeping – “Proven 
Techniques Everyone Can Use” , so I'm not going to attempt to duplicate that 



information here.
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Big Snakes Require Special Care
When handling any heavy-bodied constrictor over 8 feet long, you should 
have another person nearby in case you need help controlling the snake. A 
snake of that size could overpower most adults if it wanted to, and even calm 
snakes can surprise you with unexpected aggression. Three or more people 
should be present when handling a snake over about 14 feet long. The last 
thing you (or the "herp community") needs is to have you be the subject of a 
news story about a careless snake keeper that was killed by the family python.

You should plan ahead when purchasing a baby snake of any species that 
gets large. First, you should handle some full-grown adults of the same 
species so you know what the new snake would be like as an adult. Some 
baby snakes can grow to over 10 feet long in just one year, so you should 
know how you will cage and feed a snake of that size before you buy it. You 
need enough space for a large cage, money for food & heat, and you need to 
be ready to spend a significant amount of time cleaning the cage of a large 
constricting snake. Remember, large meals mean large cage waste to clean 
up. Keeping a big snake is much more work than keeping a small snake.

Large snakes should only be fed within the confines of a cage. Letting a large 
constrictor roam around the house and then bringing food into its presence is 
a receipe for disaster. 
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Keep Maintenance Records
You should keep a written record of the routine cage maintenance and any 
special occurrences that happen in the life of each snake you own. Since you 
don't feed a snake every day, it's easy to lose track of when the last meal was 
or when you last washed the water bowl, especially if you own more than one 
snake. 

Also, if you write down unusual behaviour or observances when they happen, 
that information can be useful to you. It may turn out that what you saw were 
symptoms of a worsening health problem with your pet snake, and that 
information would help you determine when the problem started. Your records 
don't need to be anything fancy, but the closer you observe and document 
your reptilian captives, the more in touch with their needs you will be. 
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Use Smoke Detectors
Most people use electricity to heat snake cages, so a little about fire safety is 
in order. Even though we are dealing with low levels of heat (usually under 
100°F), if electrical connections are made improperly or heating units get 
damaged, that can cause a dangerous situation. So, please, inspect your 
equipment periodically and think about what you can do to enhance fire safety 
for you and the rest of your family. Use smoke detectors!
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Leave It Alone After It Eats
After your snake eats, you should let it rest undisturbed in its cage and avoid 
handling it for a full day. This will give it a chance to begin digesting the meal, 
which will greatly reduce any possibility of regurgitation. Don't reach into your 
snake's cage right after it has eaten. A snake's feeding process is driven on 
an instinctual level. If a snake is still in "feeding mode" and you put yourself 
within reach, you may not like what you get! 
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Wash Your Hands
You should wash your hands with soap and warm water after handling a 
snake or food animal, and also between handling different snakes. This helps 
prevent the spreading of any parasites that may be present but you don't 
know about yet. It's no more necessary with snakes than with other animals, 
but good hygienic practices can prevent a whole host of problems. It's just 
common sense. 

Obviously, don't handle rodents and then attempt to handle your snake 
without washing your hands in between. Snakes have a great sense of smell, 
and you never want your pet to mistake you for its food. 
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Be Careful With Your Neck
When I was a kid, I used to walk around with my kingsnake wrapped around 
my neck because I didn't know any better. Since then I've learned that even a 
small snake can cut off the flow of blood to a human's brain in this situation 
and possibly cause unconsciousness, resulting in a dangerous fall. The snake 
is just trying to hang on so it feels safe, and it doesn't mean any harm to you, 



but they are just so strong for their size that you should be aware of the 
possible consequences. I recommend that you never let a snake of any size 
form a complete loop around your neck. 
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