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A national legend tells of a giant golden turtle that bestowed upon the Vietnamese people a
magic sword and victory over Chinese invaders in the 16th century. Whether that sacred turtle
has materialized in the 21st century will be a matter of cultural debate among the Vietnamese.
“This is one of those mythical species that people always talked about but no one ever saw,”
said Geoﬀ Hall, zoo general curator.
Of the other three Swinhoe’s soft-shell turtles in captivity, two are in Chinese zoos and the
other is cared for in the Hoan Kiem (“Returned Sword”) Lake in downtown Hanoi — the lake in
which the legendary turtle appeared to reclaim the sword from the emperor.
Pritchard said an amateur photographed a Swinhoe’s soft-shell turtle in southern China about
six months ago that he believes was legitimate.
“It’s on the very brink of extinction, so every one counts,” Pritchard said.
The Cleveland Metroparks Zoo began its eﬀort to preserve and protect Asian turtles in 2003
amid reports of increased killings for food or to make traditional medicine from their bones.
Development and pollution also led to loss of nesting habitats along rivers, zoo oﬃcials said.
The zoo has put more than $275,000 into Asian turtle conservation eﬀorts since 2000 and
has supported Hendrie since 2003, oﬃcials said. His team and scientists from Education for
Nature-Vietnam had searched lakes and wetlands along the Red River for three years before
hearing about the creature living outside Hanoi.
The turtle remains in the lake and researchers have notified the Vietnamese government of its
existence, Hendrie said.
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Distinguishing Features: Deep head
with pig-like snout. Eyes somewhat dorsally
placed (Pritchard, PC, 10-04).
Size:
Lengths of up to about 109 cm and weight
of approximately 120-140kg (Pritchard, PC,
10-04). 70cm in width (Pritchard in Farkas and
Webb, 2003).
Head and bony carapace measurements were
taken yielding the following results for one
specimen (McCormack and Hendrie, 2004):

Head length: 22.5 cm
Head width: 11.8 cm
Carapace length: 58.6 cm
Carapace width: 50.7 cm
Male/Female: According to fishermen
surveyed, males have larger tails (McCormack
and Hendrie, 2004). Pritchard noted that males
are generally smaller and have longer tails that
are thicker at the base and extend beyond the
margin of the carapace (Pritchard, PC, 10-04).

Researchers find rare giant
turtle in Vietnam

Discovery carries great scientific and cultural significance
Associated Press
CLEVELAND - Researchers from the Cleveland Metroparks Zoo have discovered a rare giant turtle
in northern Vietnam — a find that carries great scientific and cultural significance. Swinhoe’s softshell turtle was previously thought to be extinct in the wild. Three other turtles of the species are
in captivity, said experts from the Zoo’s Asian turtle program.
The discovery represents hope for the species, said Doug
Hendrie, the Vietnam-based coordinator of the zoo program.
Turtle expert Peter Pritchard, president of the Chelonian
Research Institute, confirmed the find based on a photo
Hendrie showed him.
“It looked like pretty solid evidence. The animal has a pretty
distinctive head,” Pritchard said.
There have been rumors for years of a mythical creature living
deep in the waters of a northern Vietnam lake. Some in a
village west of Hanoi claimed to be blessed by catching a glimpse of its concave shell as it crested
above the surface of their lake.

>> Continued at SWINHOE, Page 4

Extinct Galapagos Tortoise Could Be Resurrected
By Anne Minard for National Geographic News September 23, 2008

A giant tortoise species from the Galápagos Islands thought to be extinct since the 1800s may not be gone after all, according to new research findings.
The very same history that wiped out its populations may have inadvertently saved it. Scientists have discovered that genes from the Floreana tortoise, which Charles Darwin studied on his visits to Floreana Island in 1835, can be found in modern Galápagos tortoises.
Experts now believe a concentrated breeding program could resurrect the species. Yale University researchers
have been visiting the islands, oﬀ the coast of Ecuador, since the mid-1990s, when they first noticed tortoises
with mixed appearances—some of them strikingly similar to supposedly extinct species.
The 15-year eﬀort was partially funded by the National Geographic Society’s Committee for
Research and Exploration. (National Geographic News is owned by the National Geographic
Society.)
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Rare TwoHeaded Tortoise Found
in South Africa
Candice Swarts in Cape Town
For National Geographic News
May 30, 2003

This is exactly what Noël Daniels, a welder of Wellington, Western Cape, South Africa,
discovered when he went into his backyard and found this strange newcomer hatched
from an egg amongst his pet tortoises.
Daniels is the owner of seven tortoises, as terrestrial turtles are commonly known. They live
with his parrots and pigeons in a dovecote. The
strange tortoise’s shell is flat underneath and not
rounded at the belly as usual, he says.
The two heads are joined separately to a shared
body.
“But it seems quite normal and both heads feed
on grass, leaves, and softened rabbit pellets,”
Daniels said. “When it gets scared, however, [the]
heads move in diﬀerent directions as if confused.
Sometimes its legs also want to move in diﬀerent
directions. Luckily, it moves quite slowly. There
seems to be enough time to figure out which way
to go.”
The month-old tortoise’s shell is about five centimeters (two inches) wide.
Ernst Baard, manager of scientific services of Cape Nature Conservation, an expert on
South African tortoises, said that the phenomenon of two heads is extremely rare. To
his knowledge, it is only the second reported case of its kind in South Africa in over 20
years. The other one was discovered in the early 1980s.
Baard said that the tortoise might be the product of a genetic deviation during the
development stage of the embryo.
He believes that the tortoise has a better chance
of survival in captivity than in the wild. “With
proper feeding and love it’s chances of survival
[are] fairly good. However, I am not so sure if it
will mature completely.”
Baard is almost 100 percent sure that it is an
angulate tortoise, which is commonly found in
South Africa. He said he would like to examine
the animal physically to confirm this and find out
more about the phenomenon of its two heads.
Le Fras Mouton, professor in the department of zoology at the University of Stellenbosch, Western Cape, agreed that it could be an angulate tortoise (Chersina angulata).
Mouton, a reptile expert, said that he has heard of two-headed lizards, but never of
two-headed tortoises.
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9. DON’T puncture your tortoise’s hibernating box with air holes. If the top is covered
with newspapers and a sack, enough air
should filter in.

18 Essential
Hibernation Hints
Jill Martin

1. DON’T leave your tortoise outside during
Autumn if you wish to prevent it from hibernating. It needs to be under a light from
September onwards to keep it going.
2. DO keep accurate records of the tortoise’s weight before, during and after
hibernation.
3. DON’T put your tortoise into hibernation if it has a full stomach. It can take up
to a month at moderate temperatures for
an average size adult tortoise to empty it’s
system.
4. DO oﬀer your tortoise baths before
hibernation. It needs to be well hydrated
before going down and this could mean the
diﬀerence between life and death.
5. DON’T hibernate tortoises you have
recently acquired from a pet shop, without
first identifying exactly what species you
have, or without getting your tortoise
checked by a vet who understands reptiles.
6. DO check inside your tortoise’s mouth before hibernation, for grasses and remaining
food debris. Rotting vegetation is a major
cause of mouth infection during hibernation.
7. DON’T hibernate a tortoise that has had a
serious illness during the season. Its immune
system will not be very efficient whilst it is
hibernating, and infections conquered during
the summer could recur.

10. DO use an accurate thermometer to
check the temperatures near the hibernating box during the winter.
11. DON’T use an outbuilding that may be
inhabited by rats.
12. DO be ready to move the tortoise’s box
to a diﬀerent location should the temperature fall too low or rise too high.
13. DON’T feed your tortoise and return it
to hibernation should it awake during the
winter. Once it is up and feeding, it should
stay up.
14. DO check for signs of urination towards
the end of the hibernation period. If it has
lost fluid during a warm spell, then it is time
to remove it from hibernation.
15. DON’T leave your tortoise in hibernation until late April or early May. It will have
been down far too long and could be in
serious trouble. The tortoise should ideally
be up by the end of March.
16. DO give your tortoise a long soak in
tepid water when he it woken up.
17. DON’T expect it to feed if its body
temperature is too low. Given that Spring
weather in temperate climates can be very
unpredictable, most tortoises will benefit
from having a light to bask under. Then it
should not be slow to start feeding.

US Army attacks endangered
desert tortoises
By Gary Bogue
Friday, April 4th, 2008 at 6:06 am

Scientists have begun moving the Mojave Desert’s flagship species, the desert tortoise, to
make room for tank training at the Army’s Fort Irwin despite protests by conservationists.
The controversial project, billed as the largest desert tortoise move in California history,
involves transferring 770 endangered reptiles from Army land to a dozen public plots
overseen by the U.S. Bureau of Land Management. The Army said it needs an extra
131,000 acres to accommodate faster tanks and longer-range weapons used each month
to train some 4,000 troops.
Desert tortoises are the longest-living reptiles in the
Southwest with a potential life span of 100 years and
can weigh up to 15 pounds. Their population has been
threatened in recent years by urbanization, disease and
predators including the raven. And now by the BIGGEST
threat of all — the U.S. Army.
I don’t think our state and federal governments care much for their wild citizens. Just last
week the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service took the gray wolf oﬀ the endangered species list
so Montana, Wyoming and Idaho can raise revenue by selling licenses to hunt them. And
now the U.S. Army is using tanks to move endangered reptiles out of their normal range
and into a new location where they’ll be placed in jeopardy by the stressful eﬀects of the
relocation in addition to oﬀ-road vehicles and illegal dumping.
Does this mean the U.S. Army is now an oﬃcial part of the local ecosystem? Do tanks eat
cactus flowers? That’s scary.

18.w DO send for a free copy of the Tortoise
Trust’s Safer Hibernation and your Tortoise,
if you haven’t already got one. It is a life
saver.

8. DO allow your tortoise to hibernate
naturally outside if it is used to doing this,
and if you know it is well up to weight and
healthy. Make sure it has chosen a dry sheltered spot and that you know where it is.
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