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This inquisitive chinchilla has the night vision and superb hearing characteristic of her species.


CHINCHILLAS ARE INQUISITIVE, SENSITIVE, INTELLIGENT, ACTIVE animals. They make playful and affectionate companions to the privileged few in their lives whom they come to love and trust. If you long for such a companion but are prone to allergies, there’s great news for you: despite sporting the thickest coat on earth, chinchillas are hypoallergenic! This means that while you may be allergic to other fuzzy companions, you may find that you can keep chinchillas without a problem. These small animals are relatively easy to care for, but they must be cared for properly, as they have very specific diet, housing, and environmental needs. They are becoming increasingly common as pets, despite being somewhat exotic looking and difficult to describe. The Chinese word for chinchilla proves the point: it means “dragon cat”!


[image: images]


What is it? A rabbit? A squirrel? Sporting big ears and tiny front paws, dense fur, and a curled-up tail, the chinchilla keeps people guessing.


Storyteller Libby Hanna explains the origin of the chinchilla—seemingly part bunny, part squirrel—in the following fanciful way:


In the beginning, the Creator called out to all the creature spirits to come before him, where he would give them form. One by one, each animal spirit, from the leopard and the eagle to the tiniest field mouse, came before him; and he parceled out wings, feet, fins, and fangs, such as each would need to go forth and prosper. All day, animal spirits came without a form or shape and left as the animals we know today. But the shy chinchilla kept her distance, afraid. Finally, as the day drew to an end, the Creator called for any other animal spirits out there to come now, for this was their last chance. Only then could the gentle chinchilla summon up her courage and approach him. He told her she was the very last one, and he was almost out of parts.


Peering into the boxes about him, he found a pair of dark bush baby eyes and great big bat ears. As he shuffled boxes, he shook his head. There didn’t seem to be a set of matching legs left: only one pair of little tiny front paws and great long back legs with just three toes and a funny odd one stuck halfway up the side. They would have to do. After dumping out the contents of the last boxes, he found a curled squirrely tail and long whiskers, ones made for a much bigger animal. He placed all the spare parts on the chinchilla, and she took form before him. He tilted his head and squinted at the strange-looking creature. The animal’s large eyes looked wet, as though she were trying not to cry.


Studying his work, he thought for moment. Then, an idea came to him. He reached up, and taking one of the soft gray hairs off his own head, he placed it on the chinchilla’s back. Instantly grew the thickest, softest, warmest, most beautiful coat in all the earth. With a shy, grateful smile, she leaped and bounded away, up to a crevice on a rock on a high mountaintop almost touching the heavens, where the chinchilla lives to this very day.
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There are three chinchilla body types: (from left to right) the blocky brevicaudata, the lean lanigera, and the slight costina.


Scientific Classification


Scientists’ attempts to explain the chinchilla are a bit more, well, scientific. They classify these mammals as belonging to the order Rodentia and the suborder Hystricognathi (which includes guinea pigs but not other pet rodents such as mice, rats, gerbils, or hamsters), the family Chinchillidae, and the genus Chinchilla. There are two main species of Chinchilla: brevicaudata and lanigera. Of the two, the lanigera, or long-tailed chinchilla, has the smaller, leaner build but also the silkier coat. The brevicaudata, or short-tailed chinchilla, has the coarser coat and larger, blockier appearance. Initially, breeders tried crossing the two species to produce a more hardy chinchilla—one that had the size of the brevicaudata and the coat of the lanigera—however, this project stalled when breeders found that offspring from these lines were sterile. Domestic chinchillas were then bred primarily from the lanigera species, and today, domestic chinchillas are classified as being of this species, even though they may appear to carry some brevicaudata traits as well. The blocky brevicaudata body type seen in show chinchillas, for example, although to some extent a result of limited crossbreeding of species, has come about primarily through selective breeding.




Chinchilla Characteristics
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Another distinct chinchilla type is the costina. Scientists have determined that the costina, once thought to be perhaps a third chinchilla species, is a variant of the lanigera; chinchilla folk still make a distinction between the two. The differences between costina and lanigera (for example, the costina’s smaller, slimmer build and longer ears) are attributed to the costina’s adaptations to living at lower altitudes. The costina is the smallest and most streamlined of the three but also the most prolific producer. Both lanigera and costina were represented among the chinchillas that first arrived in the United States and established this country’s original line of domestic chinchillas.
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A baby viscacha stretches as her mother snoozes. Viscachas are a close relative of the chinchilla, but much larger in size.


The closest relative of the chinchilla, also in the Chinchillidae family, is the viscacha. With its orange fur, long ears, broad nose, and narrow face, it is even stranger looking than its close cousin—almost a Dr. Seuss–like caricature of the chinchilla!


Unrodent-like Rodents


Even though chinchillas are classified as rodents, they are in many ways not rodentlike at all. One of their unrodent-like characteristics is their long life span. Chinchillas typically live ten to fifteen years; with the right breeding and care, you may have your chinchillas for up to twenty years. And whereas the typical rodent is a baby-producing machine, a female chinchilla bears few offspring in her lifetime. At the end of a very long gestation period (lasting 111 to 119 days—which is longer than a dog’s or a cat’s), she will deliver only one or two babies, maybe three. In her prime, she will have about two litters a year. Finally, chinchillas differ from other rodents in that they are highly intelligent animals with a complex verbal and nonverbal communication structure and the ability to learn and even mimic the communications of other animals. They can understand some human words, too.


Because chinchillas come from South America, I’ve always thought a girl should be called a chinchilla and a boy a chinchillo (babies could be called chinlets!). Technically, though, chinchillas share gender names, as is fitting, with the shy, gentle, wide-eyed deer: the females are called does and the males, bucks. Chinchilla babies, however, are called kits, not fawns.


Wild Origins


The wild ancestors of pet chinchillas originated in the mountains of Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, and Peru, where the weather is very cool year-round and where wild chinchillas still live today. The Chinca Indians wore coats made of the animal’s fur, and when the Europeans arrived on the scene, they called these animals chinchillas, which means “little Chincas.” The Europeans’ eventual conquest of the region meant not only the demise of the Chincas but the downfall of the little Chincas as well. Chinchilla numbers dwindled from millions to thousands as the Europeans hunted them for their fur, almost to the brink of extinction.


Fortunately, in 1910, the governments of Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, and Peru banded together and outlawed the trapping of wild chinchillas. These countries have made repeated attempts since then to reestablish wild chinchilla populations. Some of the most successful chinchilla herds live on animal preserves within these countries. But chinchillas in the wild continue to struggle for survival as humans invade and alter the animals’ natural habitat.


Chinchillas, being from a dry climate, drink and urinate very little and therefore are practically odorless. They once lived in large herds that could number up to 100 members, most inhabiting burrows, some taking up residence in crevices. Chinchillas don’t have many natural defense mechanisms and so protect themselves by fleeing, which they do well. They are fast and, given their size, surprisingly silent, and they can jump distances several times their body height. When danger arises, they bark a warning to the rest of the herd and, if cornered, will fire a stream of urine spot-on in the faces of would-be predators (young females are especially adept at this). If chinchillas are grabbed, they have the ability to “slip” or “blow” their fur, releasing a portion of it from the roots to loosen the predator’s grip, much to the surprise of the predator. How much fur is lost depends on how scared the chinchillas are.
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Like most chinchillas, this one is amazingly agile and enjoys nothing better than running at top speed.


Although chinchillas are usually quiet, they can make noises that are as varied and unusual as their looks—they can bleat in contentment, spit in anger, bark in excitement, or honk in annoyance. Their diet in the wild consists of plants, fruits, seeds, and insects. Interestingly, any attempts to replicate the wild diet with captive chinchillas has led to serious, often fatal illness; unlike their wild ancestors, domestic chinchillas are strict herbivores and thrive on a restricted menu of pellets, dried hay, and a few raw grains.




Names for Chinchillas







Official name: Chinchilla, a Spanish word meaning “little Chincas”


Nicknames: chinchillas, chins, chinnies


Official classification: Chinchilla lanigera, doe (girl), buck (boy), kit (baby)
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These chinchilla roommates are the best of friends.


Coming to the United States


At the same time as the South American governments began their struggle to save the wild chinchilla, a Californian named Mathias Chapman became interested in establishing a ranch of captive chinchillas in the United States. It took him many years to achieve his goal: first, he had to convince the South American countries to agree to his plan. Then, he had to catch wild chinchillas suitable for breeding and very gradually acclimate them to a warmer, lower altitude. And finally, he had to find a way to transport them to the United States, which wasn’t easy—he ended up sneaking the animals on board past the ship’s captain and icing their housing all the way to keep them cooled. All eleven captured chinchillas—three females and eight males—survived their arduous travels, and Mathias Chapman became the first U.S. chinchilla rancher. It wasn’t too long before it was discovered that these animals not only are beautifully furred, but once they have built a trust with a person, can also be graceful, inquisitive, intelligent, and affectionate companions.


Color Varieties


Although some pet chinchillas are larger than others—they range from under a pound to well over 2 pounds (from 10½ to 35 ounces)—they nevertheless come in just one size variety (no dwarf or giant pet chinchillas), one body type (no lop-eared or tailless chinchillas), and one coat type (no longhaired, rex, or hairless). The most obvious difference among chinchillas is color: many varieties have been established. The most common color by far is Standard Gray, which is the natural (wild) chinchilla coat color, usually coupled with a white belly. About 90 percent of all pet chinchillas are the Standard Gray. Colors other than Standard Gray are called color mutations. The first of these arose in the 1950s as a result of selective breeding; called Wilson White, it was characterized by a pure white fur with gray ears and black eyes. Chinchillas now come in many additional colors, from jet black all over to beige, tan, chocolate, and violet. Touch of Velvet mutations have darker fur on a face mask, along the back, and on paw bands. Patches of color rather than even coloring is called Mosaic.
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This chinchilla, like most other chinchillas bred as pets, has the same beautiful Standard Gray coloring that chinchillas in the wild have.


[image: images]


The white color of this chinchilla’s coat is a result of selective breeding; white was the first color variation created by breeders.




History of Chinchilla Color Mutations







DOMINANT MUTATIONS—only one parent needs to carry the trait to pass it on:


[image: image]   Wilson White, 1955


[image: image]   Tower Beige or Dominant Beige, 1960


[image: image]   Gunning Black, also called Black Velvet or the original Touch of Velvet (TOV), 1960–1961


[image: image]   Tasco Black or Ebony, 1964


[image: image]   Tan, mid-1960s


RECESSIVE MUTATIONS—both parents must pass the trait on to the offspring for the color to occur. These are rarer, in general, and include:


[image: image]   Wellman Beige, 1954 (dark eyes)


[image: image]   Recessive Beige or Sullivan Beige (red eyes), late 1950s


[image: image]   Pink White (white with pink ears and red eyes), 1960


[image: image]   Charcoal, early 1960s


[image: image]   Sapphire, 1963–1965


[image: image]   Sullivan Violet or Lavender, sometimes referred to as just Violet, 1967


[image: image]   Lavender Brown, 1969


[image: image]   Lester Black (dark to jet-black, including belly), 1970


Countless other color mutations can be created by breeding two different mutations; for example, Black Velvet bred with Tan can produce Touch of Velvet Tan.


Source: Basic Genetics and History of Mutation Chinchillas by Alice Kline
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This trusting chinchilla relaxes in his owner’s arms.


AT FIRST GLANCE, ONE MAY WONDER WHY PEOPLE KEEP chinchillas as pets at all. They are rather shy animals that sleep in the day; they are stressed out by the normal hustle and bustle of daily living; and despite being the softest animals on earth, they don’t really like being stroked and petted. Look a little deeper, though, and you’ll discover the secret known to those who keep these unusual animals: chinchillas are not only exotic looking, athletic, agile, silent, and practically odorless, but once you’ve earned their trust, they are also affectionate and playful companions. For the right individual, these are very cool pets—engaging, fun, and relatively easy to keep. The key to establishing a happy chinchilla-person relationship is to set the right expectations and, ideally, as few as possible.
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A chinchilla has some fun with his owner. Chinchillas like to have their people watch them at play.


Are You Right for Chins?


The would-be chinchilla owner needs to appreciate the personality of the animal and not expect it to be different from what it is. First, you cannot expect the chinchilla to be like a cat, which will curl up and fall asleep in your lap, or like a dog, which will lie down at your feet. Chinchillas are animals on the move. Second, they are one-person or one-family animals. You won’t be able to parade them in front of your friends or show off their antics to your family. As soon as a stranger enters the room, most chinchillas will retreat into the back corner of the cage and keep a wary eye on this potential threat. And finally, the ideal chinchilla person is one who can keep the chins on a routine, is typically home for some part of the evening, and doesn’t travel too much. Chinchillas thrive under a predictable pattern of feeding, playtime, and attention.


Bonding Time


It can take your chinchillas several weeks or even up to six months of positive, daily interaction to become fully tame and bonded with you. During that time, they will be watching your every motion, listening to your every sound, and remembering each treat and kindness bestowed. Slowly, they will relax their natural wariness and eventually transform (or so it will seem) into new creatures. Whereas at first they either remained still and reserved or took flight at your arrival, now they shove their noses through the wire holes as you approach with a treat or shamelessly fling themselves against the bars of the cage as the appointed free run time draws near. Once out of the cage, they frequently come to visit, almost making a nuisance of themselves, rummaging through your front pocket, remembering past treat spots even you’ve forgotten. The more you laugh at their antics—such as their leaping from floor to lap to back of recliner chair to bookshelf to floor—the more they repeat the trick again and again, just to amuse you. It is no wonder that many people end up with not only their original chinchillas but a small herd of their own!
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This chinchilla perches comfortably on his owner’s shoulder. Clearly, he has forged a deep bond with the special person in his life.
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This chinchilla loves to be scratched under the chin and behind the ears. Observe your chinchilla to see where and how much he wants to be petted.


Expect Cute but Not Cuddly


If you are looking for a pet to pet, don’t be deceived by the chin’s cuddly coat, or you might be in for a disappointment. Chinchilla fur is amazingly dense and soft, and it’s no wonder. People have one hair growing out of each follicle, whereas chinchillas have fifty to sixty! One look at that luxurious coat, and your natural tendency is to grab the chinchilla right up, burrow your fingers into that thick fur, and cuddle the soft little creature close. Here is the ironic part: most chinchillas hate this sort of treatment. Chinchillas are sensitive animals of prey with fragile bones; they are afraid of quick motions and of being grabbed. Even being stroked or touched, especially on the back, can make a chinchilla feel vulnerable. And while some chins may be comfortable enough to be held close and petted, they’ll soon feel too warm, given that heavy coat, and will wriggle to get away.


This isn’t to say you can never hold your chinchillas. Shake a box of raisins, and a chinchilla or two will be sitting on your lap in no time. The trick is to let your chinchillas come to you—have them teach you just how much and what type of contact they want. Many love to be scratched on the cheek, ears, chest, and behind the front paws. Take the time to discover just exactly what your own unique chinchillas love. Does the one turn his head and close his eyes when you find just the right spot behind his ear? Does the other chitter and scold when you touch her tail but nuzzle up for a chest rub? It is a special moment when you discover just the right touch.


The Need to Handle with Care


Chinchillas have light bones that are easily broken. Improper housing and rough handling are the two main ways chinchillas suffer broken limbs. (Note that a broken leg often can and should be set by a veterinarian and will heal). The chinchilla is not considered a sturdy animal and so is not usually a suitable pet for a young child. Holding a chinchilla is more like handling a bird than handling a typical mammal—hold your hands out still, or carefully scoop the animal up from underneath and let it perch on you. A nervous or struggling chinchilla that must be picked up should be held firmly, but without squeezing, close up against your body; the frightened animal will gain confidence and comfort from your self-assuredness.
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