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African Pygmy hedgehogs

are becoming more and

more popular as pets, but

there are very few owners

who truly understand these

wonderful little creatures

and know how to properly

provide them with the best

care. Their needs are few

and simple, but meeting them is vital to the

well-being of your pet. In this guide, we’ll

show you how to care for your new friend

and help him live a long, happy, fulfilled life

with you.
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Am I right for a hedgehog?

Yes, you read that title right – Are YOU right for a hedgehog? Hedgehogs have been

getting a lot of attention lately – thanks Instagram and YouTube! But lots of people are

buying them because they’re trendy and cool, and then deciding they are not what they

expected. What they expected, I can’t say, but what I can do is tell you some things you

need to know before you come here, or go anywhere, to buy a hedgehog, so you can

decide whether or not this is really a good idea.

First, hedgehogs are sharp. They’re called quills for a reason. They’re sharp. When you

touch a hedgehog’s quills, you’re going to experience a sharp sensation. Eventually you’ll

get used to being poked and you’ll barely even notice it anymore, but it will take some

commitment on your part to have the patience to adjust to the sharpness. If you’re the kind

of person who doesn’t enjoy and can’t get used to being poked by sharp things from time

to time, then you are NOT right for a hedgehog.

Hedgehogs are shy. They have no way to defend themselves against predators except those

sharp quills, so when a big honkin’ human comes along and tries to pick one up, he’s

going to ball up and stick out all those sharp quills. Then, when he realizes that this big

honkin’ human is the same one who always picks him up, and has never tried to eat him,

he’ll relax, and those sharp quills will lay flat so you can give him a quill massage, and

who doesn’t like a quill massage? But until he reaches that state of relaxation, he’s going

to be sharp, and he’s going to hiss and pop at you. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t like you,

it means that he sort of forgot who you are and that he does like you. He’ll get over it, but

if you jump and twitch when he pops, he’s going to get more scared and pop even more,

and then you’re going to jump and twitch even more, etc. etc. etc, until nobody is happy at

all. Calm down. He isn’t going to do you any damage. Calm, quiet, confident handling is

the only way to bond with a hedgehog and get him to be your friend. The more nervous

you are, the more nervous he will be. If you’re a jumpy twitchy type who gets startled

easily, then you are NOT right for a hedgehog.

Did I mention that hedgehogs are sharp?

Hedgehogs are short-sighted. Whenever anything comes towards their face, their instinct is

to pull down their sharp little quilly visors over their faces, because their faces are

vulnerable and also necessary for their survival, so they want to protect them. See above

for what to expect from here, the bit about the big honkin’ human and the whole story that

follows it. In time, he may forget to be so defensive, but instinct is hard to overcome,

because it’s been there for so long, and there’s a perfectly good reason to have it. If you

can’t accept that your hedgehog might always be a little defensive about his face, then you

are NOT right for a hedgehog.
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Hedgehogs are nocturnal. This means that, left to their own devices, they will sleep all day

and be awake all night, doing little hedgehoggy things. It’s not possible to “switch” them

to being awake during the day, and it’s unhealthy for the animal to try and make him be

something he’s not. And the second you stop forcing him to be awake during the day, he’ll

go right back to being nocturnal, because that’s what his body and his brain need and are

telling him to do. Now, having said that: If you come along in the middle of the day

sometimes and want to play with him, he’ll probably be OK with it for a little while, but

then he’ll want to go back to sleep. Let him. Go do your homework or text someone in

unintelligible acronyms for a couple of hours, and play with him later at night. You’ll be

awake anyway, no matter what you’ve told your Mom. You’re not fooling anyone. But, if

you’re the kind of person who requires your pet to be awake every second that you are and

you can’t accept that you’re doing him harm by constantly bothering him during the day,

then you need to pay closer attention in Biology class, and until you foster an

understanding of nature and animals and how different creatures need different things and

how the world doesn’t revolve around you and your selfish expectations, you are NOT

right for a hedgehog.

Hedgehogs aren’t dogs. They won’t play fetch. They won’t bring in the newspaper. What

they will do is either run around and explore for a while and then try and snuggle with an

available and willing human and find a warm spot to fall asleep in, or they’ll skip the

exploring and go straight in for the snuggle, which is utterly adorable and irresistibly

endearing, but it’s the polar opposite of what most dogs do, so don’t expect him to be a

dog. If you’re the kind of person who wants your pet to do tricks, then you are NOT right

for a hedgehog.

Hedgehogs are not cats. They won’t get litter-trained, no matter what you read on

someone’s ten-year-old Angelfire website. They will poop and pee whenever they need to,

and they won’t “hold it” until they get back to their litter box. What they will do is…what

I said they’d do in the last paragraph, and they will poop and pee while they’re doing it. If

you’re the kind of person who doesn’t want to deal with or clean up animal poop and pee,

then you are NOT right for a hedgehog.

I’ve been going on for a while, so I forget if I already mentioned that hedgehogs are

sharp??

Hedgehogs are tropical. That means that they need to be kept warm. If they get too cold,

they will try to hibernate, and if they try to hibernate, they will die. You will need to make

sure that the temperature where your hedgehog lives is a minimum of 68 degrees, up to a

maximum of around 85 degrees. If you can’t afford or choose not to provide a proper heat

source, then you are NOT right for a hedgehog.
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In conclusion: You have to understand what a hedgehog is and what he needs from you

before you bring one home. If your expectations are unrealistic about what it will be like to

have a hedgehog as a pet, then the best advice I can give you is to study them more, learn

more about the way they need to live their lives, and change your expectations

accordingly, or don’t get a hedgehog. Real life is not Instagram and YouTube. All animals

require a commitment of time and attention, and they need to be understood for the

delightful things they are, not altered to suit us. If you can’t or won’t do that, then you are

NOT right for a hedgehog.

If you are a patient, calm, and kind person, willing to accept a hedgehog’s little quirks,

able to overcome the weirdness of having a very sharp pet, and in possession of a heart big

enough to love even the pointiest of God’s creatures, then you are EXACTLY right for a

hedgehog.
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HOUSING

A hedgehog’s housing does not need to be

complicated, but it should be sufficient for his

comfort. The cage you choose should be a

minimum of approximately 26L x 17W x 15H

inches. There are cages available with ramps and

shelves for climbing; these are wonderful, as

hedgehogs love to climb. Don’t use a fish tank.

The air can become too humid, and will not

circulate enough, making conditions very

uncomfortable inside. A wire cage allows for

better air quality and therefore better health for

your pet.

Conditions in the cage should mimic their natural habitat as closely as possible.

Hedgehogs sleep in small burrows, so their hide box should be just large enough for them

to get inside and turn around in. It should be dark and enclosed, so the hedgie feels secure

and safe. A half-log is an excellent choice. Plastic igloos are commonly used, but I believe

they are too big to feel secure, and since they are transparent,

they don’t keep it as dark inside as a hedgehog likes. We also

use wooden small-animal houses such as the Chin Hut. This

picture shows a chinchilla in

a Chin Hut. Feel free to

imagine a hedgehog there

instead. If you like you can

cut a small piece of fleece,

about 10” x 10”, to give him

as a blanket. Ours love their

blankets. Some of them drag them around everywhere,

and they all know how to tuck themselves in!

Hedgies don’t roam far, but they do like to roam. Since they

will be spending their life in a limited amount of space, they

need a way to get exercise. Most hedgehogs love a running

wheel for their nightly workout. Get the biggest one you can

find, at least 10-12 inches in diameter. Do yourself a favor

and select a wheel that is made of wire mesh. Our choice is

Super Pet’s 11” RunAround. Solid plastic wheels will get

pooped and peed in, and the waste will end up all over the

hedgie. That’s unpleasant for everyone! Avoid wheels with

wire bars, as hedgehog feet are tiny, and can fall between the bars. This can result in

serious injury to the animal.
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Bedding can be Care Fresh, which is made of recycled

paper, or aspen bedding, recycled newspaper pellets, or

wood pellets commonly available as horse stall bedding.

We use Guardian pelleted horse stall bedding, and let me

tell you, nothing keeps odor down like it! Even Care Fresh

doesn’t come close, and wood pellets are a fraction of the

cost. It’s what we use and recommend to all our hedgie

customers. Find a dealer at guardianhorsebedding.com.

Avoid pine and cedar chips, as these are known to cause

respiratory problems in small animals. Whatever you use,

make sure you keep it clean. Bedding should be changed

often, at least once or twice a week at minimum, or

whenever it looks like it needs it. Hedgehogs normally do

not have much of an odor, but they will if their cage is

dirty.

The hedgehogs sold as pets are African Pygmy

hedgehogs. They come from a warm place (Africa) and need to be kept from getting too

cold. If they get cold, they will try to hibernate, and if he hibernates he probably will not

survive. It’s urgent that he be kept warm. Optimum temperature for a hedgehog is about 75

degrees, but they will be fine as low as 68 degrees. Depending on the climate where you

live, a hedgehog will probably be fine in the warmer months with no source of artificial

heat, and the heat for your home should be sufficient in cooler temperatures. But if you

keep the house cooler than that, like my husband would if I let him get away with it, you

can provide an external heat source. This can be a heat lamp with a reptile nighttime spot

bulb clamped to the top of the cage, but you will need to use a 100 to 150-watt bulb in

order to raise the temperature inside the cage. That will run you some money to buy and

operate. A better choice is the K&amp;H Small Animal Heated Pad. This pad regulates itself to

100 degrees, is completely safe, and has a fuse that will kill it if it shorts out, so there’s

zero chance that it will burn an animal or cause a fire, like hot bulbs can. It’s also far more

economical than lamps and bulbs. A 150-watt heat bulb will eat electricity like Christmas

candy, but the K&amp;H uses only 25 watts of power. You can get one on Amazon, along with

a cozy fleece cover. You’d put it right on top of the bedding inside the cage. Don’t bury it,

that will make it overheat! Place it to one side of the cage, that way your hedgie can lie on

it to get warm, or move to the other side of the cage where it’s cooler if he wants to.

HIBERNATION: It’s always best to prevent hibernation altogether. Make sure your

hedgehog gets at least 12-14 hours of light per day to regulate his sleeping and active

cycles. Don't cover the cage with anything. Keep an eye on his temperature and provide a

way to make it warmer if needed. You can put a thermometer inside the cage to help. Go

get that heat lamp or pad, or even better, take it out of where you’ve had it handy all along,

even if you think you won't need it yet.
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If your hedgehog attempts to hibernate, it’s urgent that you act immediately to slowly

warm him back up again. Get him on his heat mat or under his lamp, or hold him against

your body under your clothes. If he doesn't start to come around and act normal in an hour

or so, your best bet is to locate a vet and get him there as soon as you can. Don't put him in

warm water. That will raise his temperature too quickly, and as the water evaporates it will

cool him even more than when you started.

MULTIPLE HEDGEHOGS: Hedgehogs are solitary animals. You should never house

more than one hedgehog in a cage, as they do not get along and will fight. The only time

they come together is for breeding, and they separate immediately afterwards. They don’t

want or need company, so don’t feel guilty for keeping only one hedgehog. They like it

that way.

I have been asked many times to explain why you can’t keep two hedgehogs together.

“Won’t he feel lonely?” is what people usually say. I think my answer clears up the issue:

No, they don't feel lonely, and any two hedgehogs will fight. Males will fight within

seconds of being placed together. I have seen this myself. Females may take longer to get

into it, but we had a mother and daughter who stayed together until the baby was about 12

weeks old, and then they got into a fight and the mother lost an eye. It doesn't work. Please

don't try it, and if you worry about his feelings, consider that he would prefer to be alone

and it is extremely stressful and dangerous for him to be near another hedgehog, and

respect that.

You know how dogs are pack animals, but cats are not, right? Dogs can feel lonely,

because they're hard-wired in their brains to need the companionship of the pack. Cats

don't feel lonely, because they're hard-wired to be solitary and independent. Hedgehogs are

like cats in that way. They are hard-wired to be solitary, and you can't change that, just like

you can't make a cat sit up and beg like a dog or go for walks like a dog. People do have a

tendency to place their own feelings onto animals, and it usually does no good for the

animal. An animal has to be given the right environment for that animal, not what makes

the human feel better. Keeping two hedgehogs together is dooming them to pain and

suffering, and there's nothing you can or should try to do about it. It is what it is.
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