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Introduction
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Hippopotamuses may have one of the hardest names to spell in the animal kingdom, but they are also incredibly fascinating creatures. Their large, stocky bodies and cartoon-like features have made them a favourite among animal lovers. 

So are you ready to learn more about the so-called “river horse”? Let’s go!
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Hippos: The Basics
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Hippopotamuses (or hippos) live in sub-saharan Africa. 

• • •
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The word hippopotamus comes from the Ancient Greek word meaning ‘horse of the river’.

• • •
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Hippos are the third-largest land mammals globally, after elephants and white rhinos.
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The scientific name for the hippo is Hippopotamus amphibius. Hippos belong to the family Hippopotamidae, which also includes the pygmy hippopotamus. There are five subspecies within the hippopotamus amphibius species, which we’ll look at later on.
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Until 1909, naturalists put hippopotamuses in the same group as pigs as they had similar teeth. However, we now know that the hippo's closest living relatives are actually whales and dolphins. 
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Hippos like to live in wet areas such as mangroves, swamps and around rivers and lakes.
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There was a time when hippos were a common sight across Europe and Asia. However, due to climate change and hunting they haven’t been seen in these regions since around 11,700 years ago.
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Thanks to their enormous size, hippos help to create microhabitats for smaller organisms. For example, fish will often feed off of the algae on the hippo’s skin.
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The lifespan of a hippo is about 40 years in the wild and 50 years in captivity. They live longer in captivity because trained keepers are able to monitor their health, provide them with the exact nutrition they need and keep them safe from danger.
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Female hippos are called cows, and the males are called bulls.

• • •
[image: ]


There used to be another species of the hippo called the Malagasy hippo. It lived in Madagascar and was smaller than today’s hippos. However, it became extinct around 1,000 years ago due to hunting by humans.
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A hippo's habitat is critical. The water needs to be deep enough for them to be fully submerged, although not too deep as they can’t float or swim, and enough grass must surround it for them to eat.
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Hippos generally live in freshwater, but West African populations often live in saltwater estuaries.
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Hippo Characteristics


[image: ]


Don’t try to lift a hippo! A male hippo weighs an average 1,500 kg (3,310 lb) and the females weigh 1,300 kg (2,870 lb). However, the largest hippo ever recorded was at a zoo in Germany: it weighed 4490 kg (9,900 lb).
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Hippos have grey to muddy-brown coloured skin, which fades to a pink colour underneath.
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Hippos are enormous, ranging from 1.8-4.9 metres (6-16 ft) long. They are around 1.4 m (4.6 ft) tall to the shoulder.

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: ]


Despite having short legs and stocky bodies, hippos can run 30 km/h (19 mph) over short distances! That’s as fast as a human.
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Hippos are herbivores, meaning they only eat plants. For their size, hippos don’t eat a lot of food. They only need around 36 kg (80 lb) per day as most of the time they are buoyed in the water, which means they use much less energy than animals that walk on land.
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Although hippos aren’t fussy eaters, they generally don’t eat aquatic plants. Their favourite food is short grass.
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It’s always a good idea to wear sunblock, even if you’re a hippo! However, hippos produce their own natural sunblock: a red, oily liquid protecting them from dangerous UV rays. This liquid, which is largely a mystery to biologists, also keeps their skin moist and protects against bacterial infections.
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Hippos have very dense bones, which help them sink to the bottom of the water easily.
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Compared to other animals their size, hippos have very short legs. However, this isn’t a problem for them. Have you noticed how you feel lighter in water? It is the same as hippos—so they don’t need long legs to carry their enormous weight.
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Hippos can’t jump, but they can climb up steep terrain, such as river banks.
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If you look at a hippo’s head, you’ll see its eyes, nose and ears are close to the top of their heads. This allows them to keep most of their body underwater but still be able to see, smell and hear their surroundings.
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Hippos are semi-aquatic, meaning they live partially in the water. However, hippos can’t swim very well or even float despite having webbed feet. So when a hippo is in deep water, it will jump between spots rather than swim.
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The hippo's jaw joint sits far back in its mouth, meaning it can open its mouth at nearly 180°. When its mouth is open, it is half a metre wide!
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Hippos' teeth sharpen themselves as they grind their teeth. This is important as their teeth never stop growing.
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A hippo's incisor teeth can reach 40 cm (1 ft 4 in), and their molars are even bigger:  up to 50 cm (1 ft 8 in)!
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Despite having such huge teeth, hippos don’t use them for eating—only for fighting.
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Hippos have very little hair, which is unusual for semiaquatic animals. 
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When hippos go underwater, they can fold their ears and nostrils shut to keep out water.
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Hippos’ skin is 6 cm (2 in) thick, which gives them a great defence against predators.
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Hippos: Their Daily Lives
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It gets scorchingly hot in Africa, so hippos spend most of their days in the water or mud to help stay cool and hydrated.

• • •
[image: ]


After dusk, hippos emerge from the water to graze on grass—often until the morning.

• • •
[image: ]


Hippos may walk up to 10 km (6 miles) each evening to search for food. When they find it, they will graze for five to six hours.
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Hippos like to spend time together in the water but prefer grazing alone. 
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Hippos like to huddle together in the water, but scientists aren’t sure why as they don’t form social bonds like other animals.
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Hippos live in pods or herds. There are between 5 and 100 hippos in a pod, including bulls, cows and calves. Within the pods, there are smaller groups usually separated by gender.
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Hippos aren’t territorial when they are on land, but it’s completely different when they’re in the water. The main bull will keep watch over an area of water, usually around 250 m (270 yds) in length.
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Hippos’ poop is full of nutrients, which is an essential part of the food chain.
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Hippos can tell the difference between a friend and a foe by smelling their dung (poop). 

Not many animals try to mess with hippos as they are so huge! However, small and young hippos may be preyed upon by lions, spotted hyenas and Nile crocodiles. However, hippos live in harmony with the other animals most of the time.
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The territorial bull in a pod is called the “beachmaster”. He spends most of his time alone.
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Hippos can hold their breath underwater for up to five minutes! They will often use this time to walk along the river or lake bed.
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Like several other species, hippos often poop in middens—specific areas where they return to do their business. They use these to mark the boundaries of their territory. 
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Hippos move in the water at a speed of around 8 km/h (5 mph), coming up to breathe every three to five minutes. Calves need to breathe every two to three minutes.
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Hippos can sleep fully submerged in water but still come up to breathe without waking up.
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Hippos use their firm lips to grab and pull up grasses. 
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If hippos spend too long outside of the water, their skin starts to crack. So it’s important that they keep themselves moist.
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It might not be their most endearing behaviour, but “muck-spreading” is a popular activity for hippos. It involves spinning their tails while pooping to spread it as far as possible. Scientists aren’t sure why they do this. Perhaps it’s just fun!

• • •
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Hippos are famous for their huge “yawns”. These yawns are in fact a sign of aggression. 
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Hippos can be very noisy. The most common noise you’ll hear them make is called a “wheeze honk”; it sounds like a high pitched squeal followed by a lower sound and can be heard over long distances.

• • •
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One of the hippo’s party tricks is holding its head
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