 

Living with Exotic Pets
To provide further insight into the stewardship of exotic animals, a few of our clients and staff share their experiences with their own less-traditional companions.

Ferrets

Long-time owner Brenda Parker describes life with one of these active, slinky critters as "never a dull moment! They require special attention. You have to rearrange your life and your furniture. My ferret is best buddy with my Mom's Yorkie." 

Gail Vollmer, who fills in here at Morningstar, say the main drawback about ferrets is: "They stink! I don't care if they're descented "they stink!" But they're fun: "They never grow out of the play-stage, the way puppies and kittens do." 

Judy Peters says ferrets are "really wonderful with the kids, and it's fun to watch them bounce around. They are mischievous. Toby used to have a secret stash of stolen socks under the couch. (It wasn't the dryer that was eating them!) The girls seem to be a lot less stinky than the boys. Really, the odor is manageable." 

True carnivores descended from European polecats, companion ferrets usually live for 5-8 years. Many owners comment that housetraining is their biggest problem. Dr. Hooley reports that ferrets seem to have a limited capacity for holding their urine and feces (1-2 hours). Some owners combat this by taking them out of their compartments after they have just used the litterbox. 
Guinea Pigs 

Veterinary technician Jennifer Omer, mother of two human children, says guinea pig T-Rex is "extremely friendly and can actually talk. These guys are easier to handle and live longer (T-Rex is already four years old) than the little guys like hamsters, and they're smaller and cleaner than rabbits. They get occasional hairballs but otherwise they don't have a lot of health issues." 

The average life span of a guinea pig is 4-8 years . Guinea pigs don't metabolize Vitamin C, so they have very specific dietary requirements. They are hearty eaters and obesity can become a problem. 
Hamsters 

11-year-old Patrick Maas reports that miniature hamsters "are good to start out, but if you don't play with them they can get kind of mean when you stick your hand in the cage. But at least their teeth are small." 

Primarily nocturnal, hamsters must be housed separately to prevent fighting. Hamsters are only with us for 18-24 months. 
Rats 

Patrick Maas really likes his rat Blue . He says, "She's cute and doesn't bite." Ten-year-old brother Brandon Maas says, "If Blue gets away, she knows where her food is so she always comes back. Female rats are better. I think the males are ugly. They have big testicles and red eyes!" 

Rats are primarily nocturnal and seldom fight among themselves, with an average life span of 2-3/2 years . It's difficult to find a large cage for a rat. The bars on ferret cages are too far apart. Feel free to check out our new library book "The Rat: An Owner's Guide to a Happy, Healthy Pet ." 

Sidebar: Dr. Bettye Hooley on mice and rats.
I was in middle school when our family cat, Charlie, introduced me to the fine art of mousing. Soon thereafter I captured my first mouse, which I intended to keep as my very own personal pet. I was convinced that it was a baby because it was so small, and thus needed to be fed plenty of milk, along with occasional pieces of bread and cheese. I kept it in a woven basket purse, and took it with me everywhere, even to school. Needless to say, the excessive handling and excitement and the wretched diet shortened my little friend's time on earth to only a few weeks past its debut as my pocket pet. Even though I realized that I had not done my mouseling justice with my inept husbandry, the time we shared cemented my affection for the rodents of the world. 

When my daughter decided that she wanted a pet that was hers alone (as opposed to the family dog and the cat that only slept with me), pocket pets seemed the perfect answer. Because I have a fondness for guinea pigs, we went to the pet store with a nice talking guinea pig in mind. Once we were introduced to the various pocket pets on hand, it became clear that while the hamsters were soft and cute, they had absolutely no interest in being handled, and in fact, were accomplished biters! Gerbils were cute too, but also not social. The guinea pig available that day had not been handled, and was one of the few GP's I've met who was quick to bite when scared (which was all the time we were there!) There were mice, which I, of course, was favorably disposed toward, but it was the rats who attracted my daughter. They were a much more respectable size and amazingly friendly. We left the store that day with Ruby the Rat (named for her red eyes) and it was the beginning of a wonderful friendship. 

Ruby had soft white fur, a busy nose, and the sweetest little feet. It was fun just watching her pick things up, wash her face, maneuver her homemade maze, and of course, nibble her way through a variety of foods. She was always ready to come out of her cage and sit on our shoulders, or travel around the house in a pocket, and liked nothing more than having her tail stroked as she sat in a lap.

I tried to be much better informed about rats than I was about my little mouse, and we found a couple of great books on rats. We learned that keeping them in an aquarium was really not ideal because it doesn't allow sufficient air circulation, and that rats raised in mass breeding facilities are more often than not infected with a bacteria that may lie dormant for a long time. If there is not good air circulation or if the bedding isn't changed frequently enough and the ammonia fumes build up too much, then the bacteria can cause rats to develop anything from a chronic upper respiratory infection to a full-blown pneumonia. We found out that the best bedding is NOT cedar shavings, or even pine shavings, because the oils in the wood chips can be irritating to not only rats'skin but also their respiratory tracts. In the end, we acquired a housing set up for Ruby that cost ten times what she herself cost! We also learned that although rats are by nature nocturnal, they can be taught to become daytime pets, and that they are very social creatures. One book even cautioned that unless one has plenty of time to spend with a rat, it is bordering on abuse to make one stay alone as a single rat. (Kind of like putting one of us in solitary confinement.) Thus, a peach-colored rat named Whitney soon came to keep Ruby company. They were never good friends, and I concluded that it is probably best to get two at the same time so that they can grow up together. 

Neither of our rats ever bit, and they were both active, social, intelligent companions. As with all pocket pets, one of the biggest drawbacks is the fact that they just don't live long enough. Also, rats at their best have smelly quarters. For this reason alone, it is important to consider who will be cleaning up after them. Few children under the age of twelve are trustworthy enough to be in charge of daily cleaning for month after month . Ruby also had a most distasteful habit of urinating on whomever held her for more than a minute or two (this was something that Whitney never did.) It was a conundrum for me, because she was definitely the more fun of our two rats, yet the smell of rat urine was pretty hard to ignore. In talking to other rat owners, this trait doesn't seem to be particularly prevalent, but bears remembering. Our personal choice was for females "they don't get as big, and are more dainty. The adult male rats I have seen are, at best, course looking (the kind of guys that gives rats a bad image!) Colors vary, but my personal opinion is that white rats or the more natural grey or brown rats are hardier that the more exotic colored ones, simply from the standpoint of being less genetically inbred. 

Hedgehogs 

The Halbachs loved their little hedgehog, Miss Prickles (no longer with us.) "I was lucky because mine was so tame already. I'd take her to school and the kids would pet her. But they're really nocturnal, so they're a little groggy during the day, and you're risking grumpiness." 

Hedgehogs, who usually live 3-5 years but can survive up tp 10 years in captivity, prefer dim lighting and are highly sensitive to pesticides. 
Iguanas 

When asked if green iguanas make good pets, Jennifer Halbach replies: "Absolutely. They're so sweet. People say they're not really tame but I don't have that problem. We started out feeding by hand, petting while it's eating. Ours loves to be stroked!" 

Companion iguanas can live for 13-29 years. Remember that iguanas can get quite large if fed and housed properly. They can be protective of the person they claim as their own and a hostile iguana can be formidable. They need sunlight and LOTS of room to climb as adults. A great resource is the book "Green Iguana: The Ultimate Owner's Manual ," by James W. Hatfield III , as well as "Iguanas in Your Home" by R.M. Smith" both available in our lending library.
Turtles: 

Fifteen-year-old Samantha Schell says, "I hate cleaning my turtle Speed's tank, but I love him. He's my favorite animal."

Of the turtles most commonly kept in captivity, box turtles are considered semi aquatic, while red-eared sliders are aquatic. Pet stores don't always prepare purchasers for proper turtle husbandry, so check the Internet or library for information or contact us on ways to keep turtles healthy and happy. 
 

