
Chapter 1

Is a Reptile or Amphibian for You?
In This Chapter
� Understanding the differences between reptiles and amphibians

� Getting used to herpetology lingo

� Figuring out whether you want a reptile or an amphibian

Reptiles and amphibians make unique pets. And although caring for rep-
tiles and amphibians is going to take some time, it won’t take much of

your time — at least not nearly the time a warm-blooded animal would take.

Reptiles and amphibians have few emotional demands (at least on their
part), but they do have occasionally exacting physical needs. Because they’re
in cages and can’t go and get what they need in terms of clean caging, the
correct temperature, clean drinking and bathing water, and the right food,
they depend on you.

The type of animal you select will determine how much of a pet you have, in
the classic, “stroke me, I like you” definition of a pet. People who have owned
a tortoise for 50 years will tell you that their tortoise is a pet, walking up to
be near them when they walk past the enclosure, standing high on his legs,
and extending his head to be petted. Some iguanas hurl themselves off their
perches and lumber up to you in the morning, and they seem to enjoy being
rubbed on their neck and tickled. But once fed, they tend to ignore you. On
the other hand, a poison-dart frog, although brightly colored and unquestion-
ably beautiful, isn’t going to recognize you and hop over to be held.

But if you’re the type of person who appreciates things that are a little bit out
of the mainstream, or who has always admired snakes, or if you simply have
an insatiable curiosity (What does snout-vent length mean? How is a lizard dif-
ferent from a snake, and do any snakes have legs?), the chapters in this book
will make you an expert — well, almost an expert — on all things related to
reptiles and amphibians.
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Exploring the Differences Between
Reptiles and Amphibians

Reptiles and amphibians are alike in some ways and different in some ways.
Reptiles and amphibians are both members of the subphylum Vertebrata (see
the related sidebar in this chapter for an explanation of subphylum). They
share the subphylum with fishes, birds, and mammals. They’re ectothermic,
which means they’re dependent on ambient (the encompassing atmosphere)
temperatures for their own body temperature. They do, however, have some
significant differences:

� Skin: Reptile skin is dry and has scales, which are actually small folds in
the skin, while amphibians have moist skin laden with mucous glands.

� Eggs: Reptiles lay dry eggs on land, or they retain the eggs in their
bodies until they hatch. Amphibians lay gel-surrounded eggs in water, in
damp places under logs. A few high-altitude amphibian types also retain
their eggs until they hatch.

� Life cycle: Newly hatched reptiles look like miniatures of their adult par-
ents. Amphibians, with a few exceptions, go through metamorphosis —
breathing water through gills when they’re young and then developing
lungs and becoming land-dwelling adults.

� Defense: Reptiles can defend themselves with claws and whipping tails,
and they can bite. (Some snakes and two lizards, the Gila monster and
beaded lizard, toss in a little extra by having venom. Although venom was
designed to aid in food acquisition, not for defense, spitting cobras have
upped the ante by developing the ability to spit their venom.) Amphibians
have toxic skin secretions, which are used for defense, not for food acqui-
sition, and they can bite. They do not have true claws or nails.

8 Part I: So You Want a Reptile or Amphibian? 

What is this subphylum thing?
All plants and animals are classified and named
through a series of steps called taxonomy. The
process takes a life form through Kingdom,
Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus and
Species, with prefixes adding more points of
definition. There used to be just two kingdoms
(yes, that old-fashioned term is still used in tax-
onomy): plant and animal. Now there are five,
with bacteria, protozoans, and other minute life
forms filling the additional kingdoms.

Each kingdom is subdivided again into phylums
(about 20 phylums divvy up the animal kingdom).
Reptiles and amphibians are placed with other
animals in the phylum Chordata, animals that
have some form of a spinal cord. Animals with a
bony covering to the spinal cord are placed in a
subphylum called Vertebrata. Humans are win-
nowed out of Vertebrata and placed in the Class
Mammalia; reptiles are in the Class Reptilia, and
amphibians are placed in the Class Amphibia.
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What’s in a Name?
Collectively, reptiles and amphibians are referred to as herps. You may
wonder what the term herp means — if you’ve spent any time with someone
who likes reptiles or amphibians, you’re certain to have heard this term. Herp
comes from the Greek word herpes, which literally means crawling things.
The term is applied equally to reptiles and amphibians. From herp comes her-
petology, the study of crawling things. A person with formal training in her-
petology is a herpetologist. Someone who likes herps, keeps them, and works
with them but lacks the formal training is a herper.

All reptiles and amphibians are assigned a scientific name. This is a two-part
Latin name that assigns the animal to a genus and species. This is part of the
hierarchy that humans assign to all living things in order to better under-
stand how they relate to each other, for example, how rat snakes are alike as
a group as opposed to the kingsnakes. For those of you who are morbidly
curious (or just plain serious herpers), I use both the Latin names and the
common names for the herps listed in the appendix at the back of this book.

Many herp hobbyists prefer to deal with common names, words they can
remember and spell. Common names offer a lot more latitude in describing
an animal so we can remember it. But a common name can be as ephemeral
as a tax refund.

An old trick, long known in the animal dealer profession, is that a dealer
invents a common name when he/she is trying to sell something. For example,
a shipment comes in from South America that contains something new — a
lizard, one of the ameivas that has blue spots along the side. The dealer looks
at the lizard and thinks, “Well, it has blue spots, it’s from the jungle, and it
runs, so I’ll call it the blue spotted jungle runner.” The dealer puts the “blue-
spotted jungle runner” on his list of animals for sale and hopes that pet
stores (retailers) will order from the wholesale list, and hobbyists will order
from the retail list, and that all of them will want the “new” blue-spotted
jungle runner.

A week goes by, and not many of the lizards have sold. Time is money, so the
dealer squinches up his eyes and gives the lizard a more enticing name: the
jeweled jungle nipper. Lo and behold, the name change works, and the lizards
fly out of the dealer’s shop as if they had wings. Six months from now, when a
new shipment of the same lizards comes in, if jeweled jungle nippers don’t
sell, maybe ocellated ameivas will.

That’s why scientific names come in handy — they don’t change.
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