
Cuddly Chameleons

When I picked up 
the chameleon and had 
it make itself comfortable 
in my hand I saw the 
apprehension on the faces 
of my fellow guests at a 
safari camp in Botswana. 
They were from America 
and Europe and this was 
their first safari. The only ones who did not show any concern 
were our field guide and the lodge staff.  We all knew that these 
are harmless creatures. But for the uninformed  they are simply 
reptiles in the same category as snakes, crocodiles and the like.

“I love them,” I said, 
as I stroke it gently and 
allowed it to transfer to 
my shoulder, close to 
me face. “They are cuddly 
creatures. The best little pets 
you can imagine.”

No one stepped for-
ward to get closer to our 
slow-walking guest so I 
carefully deposited it on a 
branch before we stepped 
into our spacious six-seat-
er roofless Land Rover to 
go on a game drive. The 
lady seated next to me, 

leaned over and whispered: “You are, of course just kidding? I can’t 
see anyone keep those reptiles in their home.”

Showing off a chameleon to horrified foreigners 
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“No, I am dead serious. They are the cutest pets you can imagine. 
Each of them with their own personality and living space on an indoor 
shrub and always ready to be fed and fondled,” I explained.

“Really? So what would they eat? Do you keep them in cages?”

 I took the time to explain further between our sightings of 
elephant, wild dogs, lions and the like. When we got back to the 
camp that evening she was actually searching for the chameleon 
to try and get more closely acquainted with him. The next 
morning he was sitting on the railing right next to our breakfast 
area.  I collected him and she allowed him to sit on her hand to 
the shock and surprise of her fellow safarists.

Frikkie was the first of several Cape Dwarf Chameleons that 
we brought from South Africa’s Western Cape region to our 
house in New Canaan, Connecticut. They are still plentiful in and 
around houses and in the woods in that region despite predators 
like cats, birds and snakes.

He settled in nicely on the artificial tree in our living room and 
entertained us by shooting out his long tongue to catch flies and 
other edible insects. When catching its food, his two eyes that 
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normally swivel around independently, zero in like binoculars 
before its tongue shoots out like a laser beam towards the prey.  
Perfect eye-tongue coordination.

While in our gar-
den under the um-
brella he would at 
times mistakenly grab 
a hornet or yellow 
jacket, chew it once or 
twice and spit it out in 
disgust. 

During the winter 
months, when we had 
a shortage of insects, 
we would fill the need 
with crickets from the local pet store.  Frikkie, and later-on his 
companions, would snatch these from our fingers to everyone’s 
amusement.

Frikkie was quite happy on his own. Chameleons are solitary 
creatures. They only get together during mating time. Still, we felt 
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Definitely not tongue-tied



that it might not be a bad 
idea to bring in a female 
companion for breeding 
purposes. On our next trip 
to South Africa we brought 
back what we thought was 
a female and named her 
Winnie.

Frikkie and Winnie nev-
er consummated their re-
lationship. Either she was 
not a female or he did not 
fancy her. It took yet  an-
other trip and three addi-

tional adults before Frikkie performed. One morning we heard 
hissing from the atrificial tree and saw Frikkie and one of the new-
comers in an apparent altercation.  

The noise subsided and Frikkie positioned himself on top of  
what turned out to be a female in heat—his tail wrapped around 
hers, doing the obvious. 



It was about four months later that my son Andries called me 
to the tree where Frikkie’s partner was in the process of giving 
birth. She was dropping her offspring inside membranous bags, 
some of them landing on the branches below and a few dropping 
to the floor. 

Like the Jacksonian in Kenya and a few of the other two 
hundred species of chameleons, the Cape Dwarf Chameleon is 
ovoviviparous and gives live birth, even though they do start with 
eggs in their bodies. 

Most of the newly-born seemed to be capable to free themselves 
from their transparent sacks, but my wife and son assisted the 
few that seemed to be caught inside their bubble. Within an hour 
or two they were all capable to feed on the pinhead crickets that 
we purchased from the pet store.

We had a “litter” of fifteen which was a good average for the 
Cape Dwarf that normally has between five and thirty babies. 
Amazing was the speed at which these young ones grew and 
turned from black to green as they approached adulthood. Con-
sidering an average lifespan of between three and five years in 

the wild and a little 
longer in captivity, 
they rapidly reach 
adulthood.

It was our plea-
sure to see these 
young ones grow 
up as they munch 
on the small crickets 
that we brought in 
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from the store.  They also 
seemed to have an insa-
tiable thirst and besides 
spraying their tree with 
water we gave them nour-
ishment from a bottle. 
Like newborn pups and 
kittens they liked sucking.

Then, a few weeks be-
fore Christmas, disaster 
struck. First one, then two, three and suddenly several of the 
young ones succumbed to an unknown disease. Then one adult 
died and another and another.

I took specimens to a herpetologist in a neighboring town. 
After an analysis of several of the cadavers he had theories but no 
watertight conclusion. His only suggestion was that the pinhead 
crickets that we fed the young ones must have been infected with 
some virus and that the older ones got it from the teenagers. 

On Christmas eve only Frikkie was still left standing. I held 
onto him until late that evening, fearing that he too will die soon.  
Admittedly, he was well beyond his prime at six years but I was 

hoping that he would 
survive a little longer. 
When I put him back 
at his spot in the tree 
I spoke to him as if he 
was a person, begging 
him to hang on.

The next morning 
I could not find him. 
As we started opening 
the gifts under the 
Christmas tree we 
found him dead at the 
bottom. Sadly, Frikkie 
had joined the rest of 
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his family. For us, who became accustomed to this little fellow 
entertaining us and our guests, it was quite a loss.

Although the temptation has been there at times to once again 
start our own chameleon colony, we have resisted as we travel 
too often and they do require constant care once you take them 
out of their natural environment. 

I have had the opportunity 
on safari trips to meet up 
with a few chameleons in-
between encounters with 
the Big Five and the other 
large creatures in Africa’s 
wild country. At Abu Camp 
in Botswana, famous for its 
elephants, I had a chameleon 
join me in my luxury tent for 
two nights before releasing 
it on a tree outside. When 
visiting with my niece and 

her husband in South Afrca I always make a dash for the backyard 
in the hope of finding one of Frikkie’s far-off cousins.

We are not seriously 
contemplating starting an-
other chameleon colony 
in our house even though 
you can nowadays pur-
chase a whole variety of 
species from breeders in 
America.

On safari in Uganda, 
Kenya and Madagascar, 
I have encountered boys 
who hold chameleons on 
sticks, demanding a dollar 
for a closer look. It is painful for me to see them handle these 
gentle creatures with so little compassion. But then it should be 
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understood that chameleons feature in many horrific myths in 
their tribal folklore. Chameleons are always the carriers of bad 
news and can even turn an unborn child into a devil if spotted by 
a pregnant woman. 

It is, of course, not only in Africa’s tribal communities where 
falsehoods about chameleons abound. We have a few fallacies of 
our own. For instance, the widely held notion that chameleons 
change their colors to blend in with their environment is basically 
false. A chameleon’s skin changes colors in response to emotions, 
such as anger or fear, changes in light, temperature or humidity. 
The brighter the color, the more dominant the male is, and the 
more attractive he is to females. A submissive male is usually 
brown or gray. Females use their colors to accept or reject a suitor, 
and their color can also indicate that she is pregnant.

A new study has found that chameleons can rapidly change 
their color by adjusting special cells, called iridophore cells, in each 
layer. The chameleons can alter the structural arrangement of the 
upper cell layer by relaxing or exciting the skin, which leads to a 
change in color. 
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While it is unlikely that I would ever again consider having 
chameleons as pets in my house, I can see my son getting a 
breeding pair once his kids are old enough to help their parents 
take care of these cuddly creatures.? It takes a lot of loving care. 

There is a wide choice offered by breeders in America. They 
range from the Cape Dwarf to the Jacksons, Veiled and Panther to 
Four-horned and Flapneck chameleons. The largest of the more 
than two hundred species, indigenous to Africa and the island 
of Madagascar, is not among them. It can, however, be seen at 
some zoos around the country.  The Malagasy Giant Chameleon 
is more than two feet in length. Hardly a creature to sit on your 
hand or shoulder. It feeds on other reptiles and birds. It is way 
better to stick with its smaller cousins.

Maybe it is best to 
simply encounter them 
while on safari. If you 
wish to do so, we can 
arrange your trip of a 
lifetime. Feel free to visit 
www.theultimatesafari.com 
to see the options.

Catch me if you can

Dr. Les de Villiers
les@theultimatesafari.com


