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TRIONYX FEROX

MAP. Solid circle marks type-locality; open circles indicate
other records. Stars indicate fossil localities.

plastra. The number of both neurals and pairs of costals (=
pleurals) is usually seven, occasionally eight. In other skeletal
features T. ferox is not unlike T. spiniferus. Some large skulls
of T. ferox have widened alveolar surfaces of the jaws.

• DESCRIPTIONS.Webb (1962) provided detailed descriptions
of external morphology, color pattern, proportions, including
individual and ontogenetic variation, and descriptions of skull,
carapace and plastron.

• ILLUSTRATIONS.Photographs of hatchlings and an adult
male and female, and line drawings of dorsal surface of snout,
side of head, hind foot, and anterior edge of carapace appear
in Webb (1962). Schwartz (1956) provides dorsal-view photo­
graphs of a juvenile, and an adult female with detail of the
anterior part of the carapace. Conant (1958) provides photo­
graphs of an adult male and female as well as colored photo­
graphic prints of young turtles. A colored photograph of an
adult is in Pritchard (1%7). Aspects of the egg are illustrated
by Agassiz (1857) . Hatching turtles are photographed by
Koschman (1967). Photographs of skulls (including that of
holotype), some showing widened alveolar surfaces of jaws, and
of juveniles and adults are in Stejneger (1944). Line drawings
of the penis, anteroplastral elements, choanae and papillae,
and of the nasal cavity are in Zug (1966), Williams and Mc­
Dowell (1952), and Parsons (1968, 1970 and 1971), respec­
tively. Other photographs of juveniles and adults are in
regional studies and handbooks.

• DISTRIBUTION.Trionyx ferox has a relatively restricted geo­
graphic range in the southeastern United States, extending from
southern South Carolina and Georgia, into southern Alabama,
and including most of Florida except the Keys and the extreme
western end of the panhandle. Records of occurrence depicted
on the distribution map include those in Webb (1962; includ­
ing the westernmost record from Okaloosa County, Florida),
Mount and Folkerts (1968; Covington County, Alabama), and
Blaney (1971; St. Vincent Is., Franklin County, Florida).

The species occurs in all kinds of freshwater habitats in
Florida (Duellman and Schwartz, 1958). In the northern part
of the range where T. ferox overlaps the range of Trionyx
spiniferus asper the two species are mostly separated ecologi­
cally with ferox in lotic and asper in lentic habitats (Crenshaw
and Hopkins, 1955). Trionyx ferox seems to frequent brackish­
marine waters (Neill, 1958).
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Trionyx ferox (Schneider)
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WEBB, ROBERTG. 1973. Trionyx ferox.

[Testudo] ferox Schneider, 1783:330. Type-locality, "Savannah
and Altamaha rivers; and ... rivers in east Florida" (Gar­
den in Pennant, 1772) ; restricted to "Georgia" (Boulenger,
1889), to "Savannah river, Ga." (Baur, 1893), and to Savan­
nah (Webb, 1962) as implied by Schwartz (1956). Holo­
type, stuffed adult female and skull, British Museum
(Natur. Hist.) 53A (old number) /1947.3.6.17 (new num­
ber), received from Dr. Alexander Garden (not examined
by author). See Comment.

T[estudo] mol/is Lacepede, 1788:137. Substitute name for
Testudo ferox Schneider, 1783.

Testudo (jerox?) verrucosa Schoepff, 1795:90. Type-locality,
"the Halfway pond" (Bartram, 1791) ; restricted to "south­
western Putnam County ... between the present Palatka and
Gainesville, Fla." by Harper (1940). Type not known to
exist; name based on Bartram's description of "the great
soft-shelled tortoise" (1791). See Comment.

Testudo Bartrami Daudin, 1801:74. Substitute name for Testudo
(jerox? ) verrucosa Schoepff, 1795.

Trionyx Georgicus Geoffroy St.-Hilaire, 1809b:17. Substitute
name for Testudo ferox Schneider, 1783. See Comment.

Trionyx ferox: Schweigger, 1812:285. First use of combination.
Amyda ferox: Oken, 1816:348. First use of combination, but

unavailable for purposes of zoological nomenclature. See
Comment.

Trionyx Bartrami: LeConte, 1830:96. First use of combination.
Mesodeca bartrami Rafinesque, 1832:64. Substitute name for

Testudo (jerox?) verrucosa Schoepff, 1795.
Trionyx Harlani Harlan, 1835:159. Type-locality, "East Flor­

ida." Type not known to exist. See Comment.
Chelys Bartramii: Dumeril and Bibron, 1835: 477. First use of

combination (as synonym of Gymnopus spiniferus), but
proposed earlier by Geoffroy St.-Hilaire (1809b).

Aspidonectes ferox: Dumeril and Bibron, 1835:477. First use
of combination (as synonym of Gymnopus spiniferus), but
proposed earlier by Wagler (1830).

Platypelt. [is] ferox: Fitzinger, 1843:30. First use of combi­
nation, but proposed earlier by Fitzinger (1835).

Amyda ferox ferox: Neill, 1951:15. First use of trinomial.
Trionyx ferox ferox: Schmidt, 1953:108. Transfer to genus

Trionyx.

• CONTENT.No subspecies are recognized.

• DEFINITION.Trionyx ferox is the largest softshell in North
America, but the maximum size of both sexes is uncertain; the
largest females probably have a carapace about two feet long.
The known maximum size of the carapace in adult males is
near 33 cm and of adult females 45 cm. A marginal ridge is
present on the carapace, and ridges project on either side of
the nasal septum. The anteriormost part and edge of the
carapace are studded with blunt, rounded tubercles. The sur­
face of the carapace is adorned with longitudinal rows of
tubercles that resemble ridges in young turtles; in adults this
longitudinal ridging of more widely spaced tubercles is less
evident. The carapace of adult males is smooth (not gritty
to the touch) with low, rounded tubercles, not spiny-tipped.
The distinctive juvenile pattern on the carapace consists of
large blackish (mostly circular) blotches (some with pale
centers) on a pale background. Unlike other American spe­
cies this juvenile carapace pattern is not distinct in large
males, but consists at most of indistinct, large black blotches.
The carapace of large adults of both sexes lacks any contrasting
pattern and is mostly uniform dark grayish black. Adults of
both sexes lack a pale marginal rim on the carapace. The plas­
tron usually extends farther forward that the carapace in adults.
The dark gray plastron and dark-marked underside of carapace
in hatchlings both become uniformly whitish with increasing
size. Contrasting pale markings on the head of hatchlings and
small juveniles are evident in some large males but are mostly
absent in large females.

The greatest width of the skull is usually at the level of the
quadratojugals. The skull usually lacks an opisthotic-exoccipital
spur. Usually there are no callosities on the epiplastron and
preplastra and often there is no suture between the hyo-hypo-



• FOSSIL RECORD.All records are from the Pleistocene of
Florida; counties include Hillsborough (Hay, 1908), and St.
Lucie and Levy (Gehlbach, 1965).

• PERTINENTLITERATURE.The most recent taxonomic treat·
ment of T. ferox is by Webb (1962), who discusses relation­
ships with other American species and summarizes life history
information. Loveridge and Williams (1957) discuss T. ferox
in their scheme of trionychid species relationships. Additional
papers, not cited in Webb (1962), deal with dispersal barrier
in Florida (Blaney, 1971), ecology (Koschman, 1966), egg­
laying and hatching (Koschman, 1967), healing techniques
(Bickel, 1960), bones associated with Indian sites (Wing,
1965), shell and sternum (Wyman, 1851), cervical vertebrae
(Williams, 1950), cranial arteries and foramina (Albrecht,
1967), choanal papillae and nasal anatomy (Parsons, 1968 and
1971), penial morphology (Zug, 1966), pelvic girdle, buoyancy,
and locomotion (Zug, 1971), diploid chromosome number of
66 (Becak, Becak, Nazareth, and Ohno, 1964), chromosomal
DNA (Atkin, Mattinson, Becak, and Ohno, 1965), respiration
(Hilber, 1932), anoxia and aquatic respiration (Belkin, 1963),
body temperature (Brattstrom, 1965), critical thermal maxi­
mum (Hutchison, Vinegar, and Kosh, 1966), blood group
studies (Frair, 1963), serological relationships (Frair, 1964
and 1972), transferrins (Dessauer, Fox and Hartwig, 1962),
plasma electrolytes, organic constituents of plasma, and elec­
trophoretic patterns of plasma proteins (Dessauer, 1970), and
structure-histochemistry of adrenal gland (Hebard and Charip­
per, 1955). See Comment.

• ETYMOLOGY.The name ferox (Latin) means warlike or
fierce, and alludes to the ferocious disposition attributed to the
species (see footnote in Stejneger, 1944:25).

COMMENT

The original description of Trionyx ferox (quoted by
Stejneger, 1944) was prepared by Dr. Alexander Garden, but
was sent to and published by Thomas Pennant (1772), who
failed to use binomial nomenclature. The early taxonomic his·
tory of T. ferox is discussed in detail by Stejneger (1944).
Geoffroy employed Trionyx georgicus in his detailed formal
description of the genus Trionyx published in August (1809b) ,
but in a brief, preliminary account published earlier in July
(1809a) , Geoffroy used the name Trionyx georgianus. The
name Trionyx harlani, first proposed by Thomas Bell, is dis­
cussed by Stejneger (1944). All other synonyms of T. ferox
are discussed by Webb (1962). Trionyx ferox is the type·
species of the genus Platypeltis by subsequent designation
(Fitzinger, 1843). Smith and Smith (1963) discuss this type­
species designation and mention the unavailability of Oken's
work (1816) for purposes of zoological nomenclature.

Romer (1956:514) lists the genus Chemelys Rafinesque as a
synonym of Trionyx. Rafinesque (1832) describes Chemelys
only as having "Warty Scales, no valves 4 toes to all the feet.
T. verrucosa &c." T. verTlLcosa, the type-species of the genus
Chemelys by monotypy, is a synonym of Trionyx ferox but it
is also a name that refers to Geoemyda (= Rhinoclemmys)
punctularia. Wermuth (1956) discussed the homonymy of the
two names. Rafinesque's description of warty scales (presum.
ably alluding to ridged epidermal scutes on carapace), no
valves (in context, referring to moveable anterior and posterior
lobes of plastron), and four toes is considered applicable to
Geoemyda punctularia and not to Trionyx ferox.

Many references to T. ferox prior to Webb (1962) may apply
to T. spiniferus. The two species were confused until distin·
guished by Agassiz (1857), but he considered the young of T.
s. asper to be the young of T. ferox, and the species ferox to
range widely in the southeastern United States. This range
misconception persisted through the years and was further
complicated by Neill (1951) who considered spiniferus con­
specific with ferox.

Trionyx ferox is more closely related to Asian members of
the genus than to any American species (Webb, 1962).
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