

    
        
          The First-Time Snake Owner

        

        
        
          Nolan Bernard

        

        
          Published by Nolan Bernard, 2026.

        

    


Table of Contents

Title Page

The First-Time Snake Owner

Chapter One: Why a Snake?

Chapter Two: Snakes vs. Common Myths

Chapter Three: Choosing Your First Snake, The Best Beginner Species

Chapter Four: Finding a Healthy Snake, Where and What to Look For

Chapter Five: The Enclosure, Building Your Snake's Home

Chapter Six: Heating and Lighting, Getting the Temperature Right

Chapter Seven: Humidity and Shedding

Chapter Eight: Feeding, The Part Everyone Worries About

Chapter Nine: Handling, Building Trust Over Time

Chapter Ten: Cleaning and Maintenance, A Simple Routine

Chapter Eleven: Health Problems, Prevention and What to Watch For

Chapter Twelve: Troubleshooting Common Problems

Chapter Thirteen: Life With Your Snake, The Long Haul


I remember my first snake. His name was Jasper, and I had him for sixteen years. But here's the thing. I almost didn't get him. I almost walked out of that store because I was convinced I'd mess it up. I'd read so many contradictory care guides online that I thought snake keeping required a PhD in herpetology. Heat mats or heat lamps? Glass or PVC? Aspen or cypress? Live or frozen mice? How often should I feed? What if he bites? What if he escapes? What if I kill him by accident?

The fear was real. The overwhelm was real. And looking back now, after nearly two decades of keeping reptiles, I can tell you this: it didn't need to be that complicated.

That's why this book exists. Because somewhere right now, there's someone standing in a pet store or scrolling through breeder websites, wanting a snake but terrified they'll fail. There's someone who thinks snakes are fascinating, who wants a pet that doesn't need daily walks or constant attention, who's drawn to these misunderstood creatures but can't figure out where to start.

If that's you, breathe. You're in the right place.

This book is going to walk you through everything. I mean everything. From choosing the right species for your lifestyle, to setting up an enclosure that actually works, to feeding without fear, to handling your snake with confidence. I'm going to share the mistakes I made so you don't have to make them. I'm going to give you the truth about what works and what doesn't, without the jargon or the judgment.

Snakes are not hard pets to keep. They really aren't. But they are specific. They need the right temperature, the right humidity, the right setup. Get those things right, and you'll have a healthy, thriving animal that will be part of your life for decades. Get them wrong, and you'll struggle. That's not meant to scare you. It's meant to prepare you.

You've got this. Thousands of people keep snakes successfully. Most of them started exactly where you are now, nervous and full of questions. The difference between them and you is just time and information. By the end of this book, you'll have the information. The time part, well, that starts when you bring your first snake home.

Let's get you ready.
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Chapter One: Why a Snake?
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Before we dive into species selection and tank setups, let's talk about why you're even considering this. Because the truth is, not everyone should get a snake. And that's okay. Snakes are incredible animals, but they're not for everyone, and understanding your own motivations will help you make a better choice.

So why do people choose snakes?

For me, it started with fascination. I grew up catching garter snakes in the backyard, watching nature documentaries about pythons and cobras, completely mesmerized by how these creatures moved, hunted, and survived. Snakes are ancient. They're efficient predators with no legs, no arms, no eyelids. They sense heat, taste the air with their tongues, and can unhinge their jaws to swallow prey whole. How is that not amazing?

But fascination alone doesn't make you a good snake owner. Plenty of people think snakes are cool but don't actually want to care for one. So let's get practical.

Snakes are quiet. They don't bark, meow, chirp, or make any noise that will disturb your neighbors or interrupt your Zoom calls. If you live in an apartment or a place with thin walls, that's a huge advantage. My corn snake lived in my college dorm for two years, and my roommate barely noticed he was there.

Snakes are clean. They don't shed fur all over your couch or track litter through the house. They defecate once every week or two, and it's easy to spot-clean. You're not dealing with daily accidents or litter boxes. A well-maintained snake enclosure smells like nothing.

Snakes don't need daily attention. I love dogs. I really do. But dogs need walks, training, constant interaction. Cats need less, but they still want food twice a day and some level of companionship. Snakes? Snakes are perfectly happy being left alone most of the time. You feed them once a week (or less, depending on the species and age), check their water, maintain their temperature and humidity, and that's it. If you travel for work or have an unpredictable schedule, snakes fit that lifestyle in ways that mammals just don't.

Snakes are low-cost to maintain once you're set up. The initial investment can be significant. You're looking at a couple hundred dollars minimum for a proper enclosure, heating, hides, and equipment. But after that? A year's worth of frozen mice costs less than a month of dog food. No vet bills for annual vaccines. No grooming appointments. Snakes are one of the most economical pets you can own long-term.

Snakes are long-lived. This is both a pro and a con, depending on how you look at it. A corn snake can live fifteen to twenty years. A ball python can hit thirty. That's a serious commitment, longer than most people keep a dog or cat. But it also means you're not saying goodbye every few years like you might with a hamster or a rat. If you want a companion for the long haul, snakes deliver.

And here's something people don't talk about enough: snakes are meditative. Watching a snake move through its enclosure, explore, thermoregulate, it's calming. There's something grounding about caring for an animal that operates on such a different timescale than we do. Snakes don't stress about tomorrow. They live entirely in the present, responding to temperature, hunger, safety. Spending time with that energy can be surprisingly peaceful.

But let's be honest about the downsides too, because they matter.

Snakes don't bond with you like a dog or even a cat. They can become accustomed to handling and tolerate it well, but they're not going to run to greet you when you come home. They're not affectionate. If you need a pet that loves you back, a snake is going to disappoint you. What you get instead is trust and calm acceptance, which can be rewarding in its own way, but it's different.

Snakes eat whole prey animals. Mice, rats, sometimes chicks or quail depending on the species. For most people, that means frozen-thawed rodents that you keep in your freezer next to the frozen peas. If that idea makes you squeamish, really sit with it. Can you handle thawing a mouse and offering it to your snake once a week? Can you store rodents in your freezer without feeling weird about it? This is a dealbreaker for some people, and that's valid.

Snakes require specific environmental conditions. You can't just put a snake in a tank and call it good. They need heat gradients, specific humidity levels, secure hides, proper substrate. You're creating an ecosystem, and if you get it wrong, your snake suffers. This isn't hard, but it is non-negotiable. If you're not willing to invest in the right equipment and maintain it, don't get a snake.

Snakes can live for decades. I listed this as a pro, but it's also a con. Are you ready for a twenty-year commitment? What if you move? What if your living situation changes? What if you have kids, or a partner who's terrified of snakes? Think long-term. This isn't a goldfish.

So here's my advice: spend some time with your motivations. Write them down if that helps. Why do you want a snake? Is it because they're cool and you want to seem interesting? That's not enough. Is it because you genuinely love reptiles and want to provide a good life for one? That's better. Is it because you want a low-maintenance pet that fits your lifestyle and you're fascinated by how snakes live? Now we're talking.

If you're still reading and you're still interested, good. That tells me you're serious. Let's keep going.
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Chapter Two: Snakes vs. Common Myths
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Let's get the nonsense out of the way right now. Snakes are some of the most misunderstood animals on the planet, and if you're going to own one, you need to separate fact from fiction. Some of these myths are just silly. Others are actively harmful because they lead to bad care decisions.

Myth number one: Snakes are slimy.

Nope. Not even a little bit. I don't know where this one comes from, but I've heard it a thousand times. People expect snakes to feel like slugs or wet rubber. In reality, snake scales are dry and smooth, kind of like a leather belt or a high-end handbag. Some species have keeled scales that feel slightly rough, but even those aren't slimy. The confusion might come from the fact that snakes are cold-blooded, so their bodies are cool to the touch. But cool doesn't mean wet.

The first time I let my mom hold Jasper, she said, "Oh. He's not gross at all." Thanks, Mom. Really affirming. But that's the reaction most people have. They expect slime and get smooth, clean, beautiful scales instead.

Myth number two: Snakes are aggressive and want to bite you.

Most snakes are defensive, not aggressive. There's a huge difference. An aggressive animal attacks without provocation. A defensive animal reacts when it feels threatened. Snakes don't want to fight you. You're a giant predator from their perspective. Biting is a last resort, something they do when they can't escape and they're terrified.

Think about it this way: snakes in the wild spend most of their lives avoiding predators. They hide, they flee, they rely on camouflage. Fighting is expensive and dangerous. A snake that picks fights doesn't survive long. So when a snake strikes at you, it's not because it hates you or wants to hurt you. It's because it's scared and thinks you're about to eat it.

The species we recommend for beginners, corn snakes and ball pythons, are famously docile. Ball pythons are called "ball" pythons because their first instinct when threatened is to curl into a tight ball with their head protected in the center. That's not the behavior of an aggressive animal. That's the behavior of an animal that wants to be left alone.

I've been bitten exactly three times in almost twenty years of keeping snakes. Once was my fault because I didn't wash my hands after handling frozen mice, and my snake smelled food. Once was during a shed when the snake's vision was clouded and it mistook my finger for a threat. And once was with a wild garter snake I tried to catch as a kid. None of those bites were serious. Snake teeth are sharp but small, and most beginner species have mouths too small to do real damage. It stings, it might bleed a little, and then it's over.

Compare that to a cat scratch or a dog bite, and honestly, I'll take the snake.

Myth number three: Snakes will size you up to see
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