ALooK:at the Hinge-
‘. - ba,ick Tortoises

Forest Hingeback tortoise (Kinyxis erosa). Photo by Russ Gurley.

The Hingeback tortoise is one of the most unique

tortoises in the world, with the distinguishing feature
of being the only chelonian to have a hinged carapace
(which is how its common name was derived). This
hinge is located just forward of the rear legs and can
extend vertically up as high as the vertebral scutes,
depending on the individual or form of Hingeback
tortoise. This hinge allows the Hingeback to close the
gap between the carapace and the plastron in the rear
of the tortoise which provides physical protection of
the soft hind parts of the tortoise.

There are two distinct forms of Hingeback tortoises
consisting of a forest type and a grassland type. Of
these two types there are two forms of forest type
Hingeback tortoises and four forms of the grassland
type.

Kinixys erosa and Kinixys homeana. These
are easily differentiated from each other by the
appearance of the first vertebral scute up from the tail.
This scute on Kinixys homeana comes to a pointed,

conical shape along the spine with the back side of
the cone dropping vertically to the tail end. This
last vertebral scute on the back of Kinixys erosa is
rounded in shape and tapers gradually towards the
tail end. Kinixys erosa is also generally larger than K.
homeana as adults. Both Kinixys erosa and Kinixys
homeana are found in west Africa. K. homeana
has the more restricted range and occurs along the
coast of Africa from Liberia to Cameroon. K. erosa
occurs in roughly the same range as K. homeana but
extends further north to Gambia and further inland
into the Congo. Although these two tortoises occur
within a similar range, they occupy slightly different
habitats. K. erosa prefers almost wet areas where it is
frequently found in and around swamps, streams, and
heavily vegetated boggy areas. It is even reported to
be an adept swimmer. K. homeana also prefers moist
areas, but is more commonly found in the heavily
forested areas that border the areas frequented by K.
erosa.




Both of these tortoises are omnivorous, as are
all the Hingeback tortoises, but their particular diet
is determined by the habitat they choose to live in
where they feed on snails, fish, and various other
aquatic forms of life. They will also feed on aquatic
vegetation in addition to forest vegetation such
as mushrooms, which are a favorite among most
Hingeback species.

Because of its secretive nature, there is not much
information on the breeding habits of K. erosa in
the wild, but it has been found that they create
shallow leaf-covered nests which contain up to
four relatively large eggs. The nest is usually located
close to water. Nesting habits for K. homeana are
reported to be similar to that of K. erosa.

The grassland type Hingeback tortoises consist
of Kinixys belliana, Kinixys lobatsiana, Kinixys
natalensis, and Kinixys spekii. These can be very
difficult to differentiate between each other. The only
sure way to identify these different species or forms
is to know the exact location of the origination of
the tortoises in question. These tortoises are easily
distinguished from the forest type Hingeback tortoise
by the less angular shape and less scalloped marginal

scutes that border the rear of the tortoises.

Kinixys belliana has the most extensive range of the
group and it occurs throughout the range of the Forest
Hingeback in addition to ranging from Somalia south
to Swaziland and west to Zaire and on to western
Africa to Senegal. The remaining Hingeback tortoises
have very limited ranges which makes identification
of these forms easy if the origin is known.

Kinixys lobatsiana is found only in northwestern
South Africa and southeastern Botswana.

K. natalensis is found from Swaziland to southern
Mozambique.

K. spekii is found in northeastern South Africa
and ranging slightly into Mozambique in addition to
ranging into all of Zimbabwe. Although these have a
limited range, their ranges do overlap with the range
of K. belliana so differentiating between them and K.
belliana can be difficult. In fact, these three species
were at one time considered subspecies of K. belliana.

Natal Hingeback tortoise (Kinyxis natalensis). Photo by Donald Schultz.
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Bell’s Hingeback tortoise (Kinyxis belliana). Photo by E. J. Pirog.

Although these are called grassland type Hingeback
tortoises, they all share the same habitat trait in that
they all have proven to be highly adaptable. These
tortoises have been found to occupy habitats ranging
from grassland, to brushland, to forest, to rocky
outcroppings. The most common factor in all these
habitats is that they are all not as moist as the habitat
occupied by the forest type Hingeback species.

The grassland type Hingeback tortoises are
omnivorous. They feed on a variety of weeds, grasses
and fruit in addition to various invertebrates such
as snails, centipedes, and the like. They have also
been known to feed on carrion and are extremely
opportunistic feeders.

The range of the grassland tortoises is so extensive
they range into areas where they do experience
seasonal cycles. Some are even known to actually
have a winter rest period similar to hibernation. In
those areas where the grassland Hingeback tortoise
does occur, where they experience extreme heat or
drought, they will aestivate or hibernate to survive
these extreme conditions. This is mentioned here
because these rest periods sometimes serve as cues
for mating and breeding behavior. Breeding and
nesting usually takes place from November to April,

which corresponds to the spring to the end of summer
in the southern hemisphere.

During nesting, these tortoises can lay between 6
to 8 eggs in an average clutch. Incubation of the eggs
in nature is highly variable because of the extensive
range of this type of Hingeback and the various
habitats the tortoises inhabit. Those that occur at
higher altitudes or in the more southern portions of
the range tend to take longer to hatch and those in
the more northern part of their range have shorter
incubation periods.

Captive care for the forest type and the grassland
type of Hingeback tortoises are quite different from
each other. The forest Hingebacks require the kind of
accommodations that would normally be provided for
more tropical tortoises such as Yellowfoots.

The forest Hingebacks do best in a warm, humid
environment with a moist soil substrate. It is also
beneficial if the enclosure can be well-planted.
Unless the indoor enclosure is large enough, planting
can be difficult because these tortoises can be quite
active and destructive as a result of that activity
so careful selection of hardy plants is a must. A
2 foot by 8 foot indoor enclosure is adequate for a
pair of forest Hingebacks but an outdoor enclosure



Spek’s Hingeback tortoise pair (Kinyxis spekii). Photo by E. J. Pirog.

would be the most ideal environment if one can be
provided. Frequent spraying is also beneficial to
these tortoises. During those sprayings, the tortoises
become very active. It is believed that these sprayings
sometimes actually induce breeding behavior in the
forest Hingebacks. A water dish should be provided
as an added element of its natural environment. If
maintained indoors, a temperature of 75 to 85° F
should be maintained. Spot lights can be used for
basking, but they should be of a low intensity light
because these tortoises usually shy away from bright
light. For this reason, ceramic heat sources are
suggested to maintain proper temperatures.

The diet for the Forest Hingeback should be as
varied a diet as can be provided. Some suggested
food items would be any kind of earthworms, wax
worms, crickets, and even goldfish, in addition to
plant material such as dark leafy greens and similar
items. Most forest Hingebacks also have a special
fondness for mushrooms. There are many varieties
of mushrooms that are readily accepted. Fibrous
fruits are also eagerly accepted but should be fed on a
relatively limited basis.

As mentioned earlier, care for the grassland
Hingebacks such and the Bells and Speke’s Hingeback

tortoises is quite different from the forest Hingebacks.
This type of tortoise does best in a relatively dry
environment. Indoor enclosures should be roughly
the same size as the forest Hingeback enclosure with
a size of 2 foot by 8 foot being a good starting size
for a pair of these tortoises. The enclosure should be
maintained with a temperature range of 75 to 90° F.
An outdoor enclosure is always the best environment
for tortoises if one can be provided. The grassland
tortoise has such a large range it seems to tolerate a
greater variance in environmental conditions so there
are greater opportunities for maintaining these in an
outdoor enclosure. Even though they do prefer a drier
habitat than the forest Hingeback tortoises, they do
enjoy a well-planted and furnished enclosure. These
tortoises also like to climb, so a rock structure with
hides and adequate footholds should be provided
which they will readily make great use of. A water dish
should be provided for drinking. Occasional spraying
is also enjoyed by these tortoises but the substrate
should be allowed to dry out between sprayings.
Feeding is identical to the forest Hingebacks with the
exception of the aquatic items. These are not normally
fed to the grassland Hingebacks.
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Both types of Hinge-backs should also be provided
with a good multivitamin on a weekly basis. This is
not very important if a varied diet is provided but
calcium carbonate is always recommended for any
tortoise. There is one caution for any of these types
of tortoises. Wild-caught imports are notorious for
carrying a multitude of parasites, both internal and
external. A veterinary visit is a must for any new
imports of this species.

Both of these tortoise types make fantastic
companions even though they have different
requirements. When properly maintained, they are
very animated and full of individual personality.
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