WILDLIFE NOTES
Gila monster
The Gila Monster, (pronounced
HEE-la), is the largest lizard native
to the U.S. and is one of very few
poisonous lizards in the world. The
VFLHQWL¿FQDPHLVHeloderma suspectum. Helo is Greek for a nail head or
stud; dermaPHDQVVNLQSuspectum
FRPHVIURPHDUO\VXVSLFLRQVWKDWWKH
OL]DUGZDVYHQRPRXV
RANGE
*LOD0RQVWHUVDUHQDPHGIRUWKH*LOD
River Basin in Arizona, but also occur
in southeastern California, southern
Nevada, Utah, far southwest New
Mexico and northwestern Mexico.
HABITAT
Gila Monster distribution is spotty,
FOXVWHUHGDURXQGPRXQWDLQUDQJHV
7KH\DUHIRXQGLQGHVHUWPRXQWDLQ
foothills and brushy arroyos or canyon
ERWWRPVWKDWH[WHQGGRZQLQWRYDOOH\V
DESCRIPTION
These heavy-bodied lizards are easily recognized by distinct banding or
PRWWOHGSDWWHUQVRIEODFNZLWKUHG
orange, pink, or yellow. These colors
PD\EHDZDUQLQJWRSUHGDWRUVWKDW
they are poisonous, yet the pattern
DOVRSURYLGHVFDPRXÀDJHDPRQJ
WKHOLJKWDQGVKDGRZVFRPPRQWR
shrubby deserts. The skin surface is
EHDGOLNHFRPSULVHGRIVPDOOERQ\
plates rather than obvious scales.
7KHVHGHVHUWOL]DUGVDUHQRPRQsters, but typically grow to a foot or
PRUHLQOHQJWKZKHQDGXOW7KH\FDQ
weigh up to 3 pounds.
7KHDQLPDOPRVWFRPPRQO\PLVWDNHQ
IRUD*LOD0RQVWHULVWKHKDUPOHVVEODFN
DQG\HOORZ7LJHU6DODPDQGHU6DODPDQGHUVDUHPRLVWWRWKHWRXFKKDYHQR
scales and rarely exceed 7 inches.
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BEHAVIOR
Heloderma suspectum is a reluctant
PRQVWHUVK\DQGUHWLULQJXQOHVV
provoked. One of the reasons Gila
Monsters are so poorly understood
is the fact that they spend 80-95%
of their lives underground and are
VHOGRPVHHQ
Gila Monsters prefer relatively cool
WHPSHUDWXUHVFRPSDUHGWRRWKHU
GHVHUWOL]DUGV7KH\DUHPRVWDFWLYH
in spring, exiting their burrows in the
PRUQLQJDYRLGLQJKRWDIWHUQRRQV
and perhaps hunting again in the
HYHQLQJV'XULQJWKHKRWWHUPRQWKV
*LOD0RQVWHUVPD\EHDFWLYHQHDU
dawn and dusk and at night after rains.
Gila Monsters, like other reptiles, are
HFWRWKHUPLF7KLVPHDQVWKH\PXVW
XVHEHKDYLRUUDWKHUWKDQLQWHUQDOPHWDEROLVPWRFRQWUROERG\WHPSHUDWXUH
³&ROGEORRGHG´LVUHDOO\DPLVQRPHU
7KH\PD\H[LWWKHLUEXUURZVZLWKLQDQ
hour of sunlight hitting the entrance.
%\EDVNLQJLQFOHYHUDOLJQPHQWWR
WKHVXQ¶VUD\VDQGE\ÀDWWHQLQJWKHLU
bodies to gain surface heat, they can
PDLQWDLQERG\WHPSHUDWXUHVRI)

despite considerably lower environPHQWDOWHPSHUDWXUHV
Gila Monsters hide under rocks or
OLYHLQEXUURZVGXJE\RWKHUDQLPDOV
RUPD\GLJWKHLURZQZLWKWKHLUVKDUS
FODZV7KH\PD\RFFXS\WZREXUURZV
over the course of a year, one during
WKHZDUPPRQWKVDQGDQRWKHUIRUKLbernation. When they are threatened
WKH\PD\XVHWKHEXUURZVIRUHVFDSH
%HFDXVHWKH\VSHQGWKHPDMRULW\RI
life underground, Gila Monsters are
QRWFRPPRQO\HQFRXQWHUHGE\PDQ
7KHLUVL]HDQGYHQRPUHVWULFWQDWXUDO
SUHGDWRUV7KHXVXDO¿UVWUHVSRQVH
WREHLQJPROHVWHGLVWRWXUQDQG
PRYHDZD\,IFRUQHUHGKRZHYHU
the lizards will face the antagonist,
LQÀDWHWKHLUERGLHVIRULQWLPLGDWLRQ
rise up on their legs, lift their heads,
RSHQWKHLUPRXWKVZLGHKLVVOXQJH
DQGVRPHWLPHVELWHWKHDGYHUVDU\
7KHOL]DUGVFDQPRYHZLWKVXUSULVLQJ
TXLFNQHVVZKHQLQGHIHQVLYHPRGH
Gila Monsters have tenacious, venRPRXVELWHV

REPRODUCTION
0DOHVDSSDUHQWO\HVWDEOLVKGRPLQDQFHWKURXJKULWXDOFRPEDWWKH
loser leaves the area and the winner
KDVDFFHVVWRIHPDOHV*LOD0RQVWHUVPDWHWKURXJKRXWWKHVXPPHU
PRQWKV6HYHUDOZHHNVODWHUWKHIHPDOHVOD\OHDWKHU\HJJVLQVDQG
burrows or under rocks.
(JJVPD\KDWFKLQWKHIDOORUPD\RYHUwinter and hatch the following spring.
There is no other known lizard in North
$PHULFDZKRVHHJJVFDQRYHUZLQWHU
and hatch the following year.
*LOD0RQVWHUVFDQOLYHRYHU\HDUV
FEEDING/DIET
7KHUHLVQRWKLQJYHU\PRQVWURXVDERXW
the Gila Monster -- unless you're a
\RXQJPRXVHRUDEDE\ELUG7KH*LOD
0RQVWHU¶VPDLQDFWLYLW\SHULRGLQWKH
spring coincides with the nesting season of birds and birth periods of rabbits
DQGURGHQWV(JJVIURPELUGVRUOL]DUGV
DUHIDYRUHGLWHPV2WKHULWHPVLQWKH
GLHWPLJKWEHOL]DUGVIURJVVQDNHVDQG
young tortoises.
$*LOD0RQVWHULVVORZPRYLQJDQG
tends to hunt slow prey or rely on
WKHHOHPHQWRIVXUSULVH,WVFODZVDUH
great for digging into rodent burrows
or uncovering reptile eggs. Using
LWVSRZHUIXOMDZVD*LOD0RQVWHU
ZLOOVHL]HPRYLQJSUH\VXFKDVEDE\
rabbits, rodents or young birds. Most
SUH\LVSUREDEO\NLOOHGE\MDZSRZHU
DORQH+RZHYHUWKHUHDUHYHQRP
JODQGVLQWKHORZHUMDZDQGYHQRP
ÀRZVDORQJJURRYHGWHHWKDQGLQWR
the bite wound.
Gila Monsters are adapted for eatLQJODUJHPHDOVLQIUHTXHQWO\7KH\
FRQVXPHPRVWRIWKHLUDQQXDOFDORULF
intake during the brief spring activity
SHULRGVRPHWLPHVHDWLQJ
RIWKHLUERG\ZHLJKWLQRQHPHDO
6HYHUDOODUJHPHDOVPD\VDWLVI\WKHLU
entire year’s needs. Excess energy is
stored as fat in the tail.
Gila Monsters will drink standing waWHUZKHQWKH\FDQ¿QGLWEXWPRVWRI
WKHLUZDWHULQWDNHLVIURPWKHLUIRRG
BITES
7KH*LOD0RQVWHULVQRWQRUPDOO\

DJJUHVVLYHWRZDUGKXPDQVDQGZLOO
usually react in a hostile way only to
defend itself. Despite its slow and
OXPEHULQJDSSHDUDQFHLWFDQPRYH
with lightning speed when hassled.
7KH*LOD0RQVWHUSURGXFHVRQO\VPDOO
TXDQWLWLHVRIYHQRP+RZHYHUE\
FKHZLQJLWFDQSXWVLJQL¿FDQWYHQRPRXVVDOLYDLQWRWKHEORRGVWUHDPRILWV
YLFWLP7KHYHQRPLVDVWR[LFDVWKDW
RID'LDPRQGEDFN5DWWOHVQDNH7KH
lizard can bite quickly with a sideways
snap and holds on like a vise grip so
UHPRYDORIWKHOL]DUGLVQHFHVVDU\WR
OLPLWWKHDPRXQWRIYHQRPUHFHLYHG
The bite of a Gila Monster won’t kill
\RXEXWPLJKWPDNH\RXZLVK\RX
were dead! The bite can go ½ inch
GHHSWKHYHQRPLVSRWHQWWKHDQLPDO
LVGLI¿FXOWWRGHWDFKDQGWKHH[SHULence is very painful.
There a no reports of anyone ever
dying as a direct result of a Gila
Monster bite. As with snakebites, the
YLFWLPRID*LOD0RQVWHUELWHXVXDOO\
GRHVVRPHWKLQJIRROLVKWRJHWELWWHQ
A doctor at the turn of the century
VDLG³,KDYHQHYHUEHHQFDOOHGWR
DWWHQGDFDVHRI*LODPRQVWHUELWH
DQG,GRQ¶WZDQWWREH«7KHFUHDWXUH
LVVRVOXJJLVKDQGVORZRIPRYHPHQW
WKDWWKHYLFWLPRILWVELWHLVFRPSHOOHG
to help largely in order to get bitten.”
The best way to avoid Gila Monster
bites is to NEVER pick one up.

CONSERVATION: Monster Threats
3HUKDSVWKHJHQHUDOFDOPQDWXUHRI
adult Gila Monsters is related to the
fact that they have few predators
in the wild. However shrublands in
the southwest have been steadily
cleared for agriculture, and roads,
FDQDOVDQGFLWLHVIUDJPHQWWKH*LOD
Monster's range or destroy the habitat entirely. This habitat destruction
FRXSOHGZLWKDQLPDOVEHLQJWDNHQIRU
the pet trade has threatened the existence of Gila Monsters in the wild.

Despite the fact that reptiles, especialO\YHQRPRXVRQHVDUHSRRUO\XQGHUVWRRGDQGJUHDWO\IHDUHGLQWKH
*LOD0RQVWHUEHFDPHWKH¿UVWYHQRPRXVDQLPDOLQ1RUWK$PHULFDWREHDIforded legal status. Gila Monsters are
SURWHFWHGLQDOOWKHLUKRPHVWDWHV1HZ
Mexico laws protect these fascinating
DQLPDOVIURPEHLQJNLOOHGFDSWXUHG
LIZARD SPIT TO THE RESCUE
RUKHOGLQDQ\PDQQHU8QIRUWXQDWHO\
,IZHQHHGHGDQRWKHUUHDVRQWRVWRS
WKHODZVGRQ¶WVDYHWKHPIURPKDELWDW
WKHH[WLQFWLRQRIDQLPDOVDQGSODQWV
DURXQGWKHZRUOGWKHQHZPHGLFDWLRQ destruction.
WRFRQWUROEORRGJOXFRVHGHULYHGIURP
WKHVDOLYDRIWKH*LOD0RQVWHUPD\EH ,I\RXFRPHDFURVVD*LOD0RQVWHU
RQH$SURWHLQLQ*LOD0RQVWHUYHQRP HQMR\ZDWFKLQJLWIURPDGLVWDQFH
:HGRQ WNQRZKRZPDQ\RIWKHVH
LVWKHVRXUFHIRUDQHZPHGLFDWLRQ
lizards are left, but there can't be
that helps those with diabetes to
FRQWUROEORRGVXJDUV)RUWXQDWHO\ZH PDQ\7KHVHFUHDWXUHVDUHDQRUPDO
DQGGHVLUHGSDUWRIWKHHFRV\VWHP
don't need to kill any Gila Monsters
Seeing one should be considered a
RUVTXHH]HRXWWKHLUYHQRPLQRUGHU
real treat and not an opportunity to
to get this drug since it can now be
PROHVWLWRUNLOOLW
PLPLFNHGLQWKHODE
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