How to care

 For a hamster!

A Report

 by Ivan Bochkov
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 for Donna LaRoche 
~ Housing~


Before getting a hamster, you need to buy at least one cage and all the needed accessories. In this part I have listed all the hamster things you need as well as where to get them and how much they cost. Note: All this hamster equipment can be found at the Belmont Pet Shop or at any Petco store.

Cages

There are many kinds of cages made for hamsters. Some are like aquariums, others made out of wire. Personally, I like brand-name cages that are mostly plastic with wire sides. These are sold in almost all pet shops for reasonable prices. Below are two cages that I recommend.

Note: One cage is usually not enough for a hamster to live comfortably, so you should get two. This is so the hamster has more room to roam and more places for toys. If the hamster has a lot of space he will not get bored and try to escape.

- Cage 1: CritterTrail One Small Animal Home



This cage (by CritterTrail) is, in my opinion, an excellent quality hamster house. From my experience, it is very durable, easy to clean, and hamsters love it! Here are some of this cage’s benefits:

· It is made up of several pieces that are very easy to put together and take apart, making it a snap to clean.

· It’s great for kids, since it’s so colorful and translucent.

· It comes with an awesome food bowl, wheel, and water bottle.

· There are places where you can attach tubes to connect the cage to other things. 

· The side wires let air into the cage but keep the hamster in.

· And, the little “room” in the roof makes a splendid sleeping place for the hamster.

- Some key points to note about the cage:

· Most hamsters chew on the bars of their cage if they are bored or scared and are trying to escape. To keep the hamster from getting bored, change his cage layout often so he can explore and play with him a lot. Also, some hamsters use the bars for sharpening their teeth. To stop this, put some wood treats in the cage to give the hamster something better to chew. (see Wood Chews – page 9)
· The wheel that comes with the set is too small for adult hamsters, so keep it as an extra and use the wheel from your other cage. (see Wheel – page 6)
· The hamster will most likely use the upper petting area as a burrow and will bring food and bedding up to the hole. Also, he may use it as a litter box, so it’s a good idea to put some litter there.

· The water bottle isn’t the best because it clutters up the space; instead, get a different one that hangs outside the cage. (see Water Bottle– page 5)
· Some of the holes where tubes can be attached are blocked with plastic barriers. Don’t remove those or the hamster could climb up the bars and escape.

Cost: $20.00 – $23.00 at pet shops
- Cage 2: Habitrail Safari
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This cage (by Habitrail) is another one of my favorites. The cage is part of a safari theme that includes tubes, wheels, add-ons, and add-ins like potties and outposts. Some of the great features of this cage are:

· It comes with an excellent wheel and a look-out deck with a ladder.

· As with the other cage, it has places for attaching tubes, making it possible to connect both cages.

· This is what you can make with a lot of tubes!! (see Habitrail Add–Ons – Page 8)
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Note: Some hamsters are smart enough to figure out how to open the door to this cage. If 
your hamster can open the door by himself you should tie a “twistie” around it so 
he doesn’t escape.

Cost: $20.00 – $25.00 at pet shops
Accessories


In addition to cages, there are many other things you need for your hamster.

Food 


There are two kinds of hamster food that are sold at pet shops. You should have a bag of each and mix them together in the hamster’s food bowl. Add more food to the bowl as needed throughout the week. 
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“Bonanza”




“Blocks”
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This hamster food consists of a variety                This kind of hamster food, also sold for 

of seeds, grains, and dried vegetables.
      mice and rats, comes in pellets, or 

Hamsters especially like the corn, sun-
      “blocks” that are packed with nutrition.

flower seeds, and pumpkin seeds.

      Basically, it combines all the foods from 







         the “bonanza” into one pellet.


Cost: $5.00 - $8.00







     Cost: $6.00 - $8.00


Food Bowls
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Your hamster should have two food bowls, one per cage. One food bowl already comes with your Crittertrail cage. A second food bowl can be bought in any pet shop. I recommend a ceramic bowl because it’s the easiest to wash.

Also, it’s heavy, so your hamster can’t flip it over.


Cost: $2.00 - $5.00

Water Bottle
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Your hamster needs a water bottle somewhere in his cage.

 I recommend one that attaches to the bars of the cage so it hangs 

outside and not inside. The water in the bottle should be changed 

daily so it stays fresh. A good size for a hamster’s water bottle is 

2 or 3 oz.





Cost: $3.00 - $4.00
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Bedding
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Bedding for hamsters is made out of wood chips and shavings. There are several kinds of bedding sold at pet shops. I prefer pine shavings with added chlorophyll because the green color looks “natural” in the cage. After cleaning the hamster’s cage, you should spread about half an inch of the bedding on the floor. Also, you may put some cotton balls in the hamster’s cage for comfort, but rip them into smaller pieces first. 

Note: NEVER use cedar shavings as bedding because the smell is too strong and could suffocate a hamster. 

Cost: $4.00 - $8.00 

   (Depending on size)


Litter Box
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A litter box is important to have for your hamster. In fact, I suggest buying two, one per cage. Just like cats, hamsters will use litter boxes as potties, although they have to be trained first (see Potty Training – page 14). Note: Hamsters like to dig and frolic in their litter boxes. This is natural hamster behavior.



Cost: Around $5.00




Litter


Standard “clumping” cat litter is fine for a 
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hamster’s litter box. Just make sure it doesn’t attract 

cats! (






Cost: $8.00 - $ 12.00 for a 16-lb bag
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Toys 


Here are some excellent toys and treats that your hamster will love.

Wheels
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A wheel is important to have because the hamster uses it for exercise – to stay fit and healthy. The wheel from the Safari cage is all you need in your hamster’s cage. If it [image: image20.jpg]


breaks, however, it can also be bought separately. 





       Cost: Around $10.00

“Kritter Krawlers”



This run-around ball is very fun since you can just let the hamster 



run all over the house without a worry. The hamster will love exploring the room. However, make sure to put him back in the cage after 5 – 10 minutes so he can drink some water or use the potty. Also, kids will love watching the hamster roll around, but don’t let them spin him or push him too fast. 





        Cost: $5.00 - $8.00

Playpen


This small animal pen can be put anywhere there is open space, even outside! Just remember to put in food, a water bottle, and a litter box. Let the hamster in for five to ten minutes a day, but keep an eye on him – he could climb out. For fun, put in different toys each day so the hamster doesn’t get bored. 
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Cost: Around $12.00





      Straw Balls

A straw ball is great for putting

    in a playpen because it provides a 

        safe, private place for your hamster.

Cost: $3.00 - $5.00 
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Wooden Playthings
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Wooden structures and toys are awesome for putting in cages. Your hamster will like crawling in, on, and around these objects. Also great for putting in a playpen.
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Cost: $3.00 - $7.00

Puzzle Playgrounds
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These playgrounds can be assembled into different designs, so your hamster never gets bored! Children will love building habitats for the hamster.
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Cost: $3.00 - $6.00

Habitrail Add-Ons
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The Habitrail Safari theme includes the cage and several fun additions such as a maze and outpost. These additions can be attached to the cages with tubes. Below, I’ve included some of these items and tubes.
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Price
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Tubes 








     $3.00 -$5.00
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Name



      Picture

   Price
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Bubble Caps and 



           $2.50 - $3.50

Connector Rings


Note: Always have



a spare pack of rings

and caps in case if 

one breaks.
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Safari Outpost





 $7.00 - $8.00
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Safari Tower





$6.00 - $7.00
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Safari Adventure




$7.00 - $8.00

   Pack Trails 

Note: This is perfect 

for connecting your 
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two cages.
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Safari Maze





Around $20.00

Treats
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All hamsters love treats. Here are some of my hamster’s favorite goodies.
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Vitakraft Snacks
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Drops – Small Animal Drops are full of flavor and come in such 




kinds as Yogurt, Strawberry, and “Milk and Honey”. Try 

hiding some in your hamster’s cage, then watch as he sniffs

around, looking for them! Feed one drop daily. 

Sticks – Honey Sticks and Fruit Sticks can be hung on any of the 



bars in the cage, and the hamster will chew the seeds and 



other things on the sticks. 

Waffles – Small Animal Waffles are a crunchy, delicious treat that can be mixed with 
your hamster’s food or served alone. Mmmm! 

Price: $1.50 - $2.50

Wood Chews
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Wooden treats are important because hamsters use them to sharpen teeth. They come in many shapes, from fruit to tubes!    

Price: $1.00 - $2.00
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Fresh Veggies
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Green plants and vegetables are hamsters’ natural food, so give your hamster plenty of these treats! Just make sure not to give too much, or it could cause stomach problems for your hammy. Here are all the fresh vegetables you can and cannot give your pet.
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 Can






Cannot

    Lettuce, broccoli, parsley, corn, other 

- Cucumber, tomatoes, and other 
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assorted green leaves, pepper (not spicy)

juicy vegetables – too much moisture
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cabbage, carrots (baby), and the rinds 

- Onions – too bitter 
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from apples.    

 ~ About Hamsters~ 
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Breeds: Syrians Vs. Dwarfs
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There are two main kinds of hamsters: Syrian and Dwarf. Syrians are big and long, while Dwarfs are small, like mice, but chubbier and with short tails. The Syrian hamster is definitely the best choice as a class pet, however, for a number of reasons:

1) Syrians live longer than dwarfs.

2) Syrians are easier to train and handle – they are not too quick or jumpy, and they almost never BITE! (unlike Dwarfs)

3) Dwarfs are more vulnerable to diseases than Syrians.

4) Syrians are generally friendlier towards humans, and they are more playful.

About Syrian Hamsters 
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        Here is some information about hamsters in general.

· Syrian hamsters grow to be almost the length of your hand (5 – 6 inches).
· They reach adulthood at about 8 months and live for 2 – 3 years.
· Syrians have black, beady eyes, pink noses, white whiskers, and short, stubby tails.
· Trained as pets, Syrians are friendly, curious creatures that like to run around and explore your house.
· In the wild, hamsters live in burrows. They are born with the instinct to dig holes, so sometimes, they might try to dig in their cages.
· Hamsters are solitary creatures. If they smell another hamster on their territory, they will fight, and might even injure each other, so NEVER put two hamsters together.

· Hamsters are nocturnal, unless trained, and sleep about ten hours a day!

· Syrians are very clean animals and spend a lot of time grooming.
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Hamsters use their cheek pouches to store food or carry it to their sleeping corners. They will also bring bedding to where they sleep.
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Usually, hamsters chew the bars in their cages if they’re scared or 

    bored. Maybe they are smelling a predator nearby and are afraid,


 or they just want to have some fun and are trying to escape.

Colors and Patterns

[image: image72.jpg]


[image: image73.jpg]


[image: image74.jpg]


[image: image75.jpg]



Syrian hamsters come in a variety of colors and color patterns, from orange, to cream, to white, to gray, to a mix of all four! A special type of hamster, called “Black Bear” hamster, is completely black or brown-black, and looks like a bear! Moreover, hamsters can be striped, mottled, dashed, or just solid colored. The possibilities are endless! 

In addition, some hamsters are long-haired, while others are short-haired. The long-hairs are sometimes called “Teddy Bear” hamsters, because their fur is softer, like a teddy bear. Personally, I recommend the long-haired hamsters, because of their softer fur.

Note: Colors, patterns, and hair length don’t change the hamster’s behavior, just the looks!
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Choosing a Hamster


Choosing the best hamster in the pet shop is very important. A healthy, active hamster can outlive a grumpy hamster by a year or more! When observing the hamsters at the pet shop, ask yourself these questions: 

· Do I want a male or female?

· What colors and patterns do I want on my hamster?

· Should I get a long or short-haired hamster?

· Are there any hamsters here that fit what I’m looking for?

When you’ve picked out a hamster that looks good, watch it run around for a while. Does it appear active, healthy, and energetic? Is it eating and drinking? Does it seem to be getting along with the other hamsters? If so, then your hamster is behaving normally.

Now, make a close observation of the hamster himself. Does it appear obese or too thin as compared to the other hamsters? An overweight or underfed hamster might have some sort of illness and is better to pass up. Are the eyes bright and shiny? Is his fur coat full, glossy, and without patches? Does he have marks from fights with other hamsters (bitten ear, scars, etc.)? If he does, this could show that the hamster is overly aggressive and might not be a good choice for kids.

If the hamster you chose looks fine upon close inspection, then it’s time to try handling him a little to get a feel for his behavior. Have a pet shop guide take your hamster out and examine him. Naturally, he will be afraid of people and could try to escape. Once you’ve held the hamster a little and decided to buy him, it’s time to bring him home. The pet shop should give you a box with bedding in it for carrying your new hammy home, although an even better idea is to come prepared with a cage that has bedding, some food, and a water bottle attached. Also, an outpost (see Habitrail) is perfect for the job if you don’t want to lug a whole cage to the pet shop. Just put some bedding and food inside and cover the exit with a bubble cap so your hamster doesn’t escape. A few final points:

· The hamster’s age when you buy him matters. Hamsters that are too young will not be ready to move out of the pet shop yet and will be very frightened if they are forced to leave their old home. Generally, look for hamsters at least one month old. Although, you probably won’t have a problem since all of the hamsters sold in the shop are usually 1 – 2 months old (from my experience).

· Buying your hamster at the Belmont Pet Shop is probably a better idea than Petco since it’s closer and the hamster will have to spend less time in the car. Hamsters really hate cars because the ride is bumpy and with frequent stops, and there is no water (unless you bring a cage). Also, I think the hamster selection is bigger and better at the Belmont Pet Shop. 

~Training and Living With Your Hamster~


First Few Days


During your hamster’s first week at his new home, he will need to get used to his surroundings, so it’s better not to bother him as he explores and settles down. Don’t clean the cage or change the cage layout because the hamster could become confused. However, keep an eye on him occasionally to make sure he’s all right.

Everyday Care


Here are some things you need to take care of every day for your hamster:

· Water – Change the water daily to ensure that it stays fresh. Tap water is good 
enough for hamsters; just make sure it’s not too hot or too cold.

· Bedding – Remove all wet or soggy bedding from your pet’s cage and replace it with 
clean bedding.

· Food – If your hamster is running out of food, then put in some more (duh)! You 
should have a good mix of both kinds of hamster food in one bowl, or 1 kind per 
bowl.

· Litter – If the litterbox gets dirty and smelly, but the rest of the cage is still clean, just 
replace the dirty litter with clean litter.

· Treats – Give treats to your hamster every day and he will be happy. Vitakraft snacks 
can be given daily, but go low on the veggies – only 3-4 days a week – they could 
cause stomach problems for your hammy.

Cage Cleaning


You should clean your hamster’s cage every week unless it’s still very clean. This will erase any bad smells and disinfect the cage. Cleaning (my way) takes four steps: disassembling, washing, drying, and assembling. Note: While cleaning, leave your hamster in the other cage, and don’t forget to block the exits.

Disassembling


First of all, get an old newspaper, and a plastic bag for the trash. Spread the newspaper on the floor. Take apart the cage and put all the bedding, litter, and bad food on the newspaper. Wrap it all up and throw it in the trash in your plastic bag. You should save some of the good, dry food instead of wasting it. Now gather up all the cage pieces, food bowls, and toys (don’t wash the wooden things, just wipe them with a paper towel) – and proceed to the next step. 

Washing/Drying


Washing and drying your hamster’s cage takes four easy steps:

1) Fill the bathtub with a little bit of water and rinse all the cage pieces.

2) Turn the water off and soap the parts using a sponge. Note: This sponge should only be used to clean hamster things, as it will become quite dirty, and should be thrown away and replaced after 4-6 months.
3) Turn the water back on and wash the soap off the cage pieces.

4) After you wash the cage, dry it with paper towels or if you don’t have time to wipe it, leave it to dry and you’re ready to assemble.

Assembling


In this final step you have to put your cage back together. Make sure to put in bedding, a food bowl, a water bottle, a litterbox, and toys. Now, your cage is clean.

Hand Training


Getting your hamster to know you and willingly walk in your hands is a careful process that takes some time. If you rush it, you could ruin your hamster’s trust in you and other people. Before letting kids play with the hamster let him familiarize himself with you so he will be used to human treatment. The process itself takes several steps:

1st – On the first day of training, don’t reach into the hamster’s cage. Just leave the 
door open and see if the hamster will walk out on his own into your hands. Also, 
speak to him gently so he gets used to your voice.

2nd – The second time you visit the hamster, try to lure him out onto your hands with 
food or treats. He will sniff your hands to get a scent and might climb on them out 
of curiosity. Don’t move your hands farther from the cage – just let the hamster sit 
and sniff for a minute, then put him back in his house. Note: Unless you want to 
lure the hamster out with treats, wash your hands so they don’t smell like food 
before handling him. Also, ALWAYS wash your hands after playing with the 
hamster.

3rd – The next few times you play with your hamster, try taking him farther from the 
cage, for longer periods of time. Eventually, you can set up a playpen for your pet
to play in. Let him in for 5 – 10 minutes a day. Note: Try not to disturb your 
hammy while he’s asleep. He could be scared and might bite.


Potty Training 


You may have noticed that your hamster does not use the litter box and instead has a special corner for wastes. As organized as this is, it’s still a discomfort. The wet bedding gives off unpleasant smells and thus has to be cleaned frequently. By potty training your pet you will minimize the smell and won’t have to clean the cage as often.


There are a few things you can do to persuade your hamster to use the potty. First, put treats inside so the hammy is drawn to the toilet. More importantly, use your “pooper scooper” to put droppings and wet bedding in it. The hamster will want to go there if he sees what it’s really used for. Also, put the litter box in the spot where the hamster’s waste corner used to be. If you do everything right, the hamster should learn in one or two weeks.

Night Training

As you may know, hamsters are nocturnal. They sleep from about 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. and wake up in the evening, when it’s dark. Training your pet to sleep in the night is hard and may take weeks or even months, but it’s worth it for two reasons:

1) The hamster will be awake and ready to play at a more comfortable time – during the day.

2) The hamster will make less noise at night – he will be asleep! 

The way to night train your hamster is to confuse him about 

night and day. To do this, you need to switch light with dark.

· During the day, put your hamster’s cage in a dark place, such

 as a closet or under a desk, where it won’t receive sunlight.

· At night, leave a light shining on the cage.

Your hamster will get mixed up and think the light on at night 

is sunlight, so he will go to sleep. Keep doing this for a month or so,

then gradually start removing the night-light. After a couple weeks 

your pet will get used to the new routine and will become somewhat 

diurnal.

Conclusion


Follow this easy guide and you’ll find that taking care of a hamster is a piece of cake and will reward you with many memorable experiences. 
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