

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		The tortoise paths are used for seasonal migration. During the dry season, some tortoises have to migrate across their islands to find enough food!



		
In the most remote part of the Galapagos, far from any human settlements, dirt paths crisscross the islands. The undergrowth is trampled down and a path, just wide enough for someone to walk, leads from one hill to the next and down to sea level. The paths look like they were made by a person, but they weren’t. They were made by a tortoise. And not just one tortoise, but generations of tortoises going back centuries! The tortoises use these paths to travel from one part of the island to the other, and over time they have used the same pathways for so long that they look almost man-made!



		Highways in the Brush
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Ancient Giants



		If you have never seen one up close, it is hard to imagine the size of a Galapagos tortoise. The largest ever recorded was a real giant: 1.87 m long, 1 m tall, and over 400 kg! Before humans came along, giant tortoises were common all over the world. But they quickly died out once humans started hunting them. On Galapagos, however, there was never a large human population to hunt the tortoises, so they survived while their cousins on the mainland became extinct. So these slow, stately reptiles are like echoes of a bygone era: the last survivors of a time before humanity.



		The Galapagos tortoise is the largest of the Testudines (turtles and tortoises).
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Turtle or Tortoise?



		Galapagos tortoises aren’t turtles. You can tell from their high, domed shells. Tortoises usually have this sort of round shell, often with bumps or ridges. Turtles are different. They live in the water, or at least spend some of their time in water, so their shells are more streamlined to help them swim. Tortoises live completely on land, so it doesn’t matter if they have big, heavy shells.



		Tortoises shells are part of the skeleton. So, turtles have both an internal skeleton (like you and me) and also an exoskeleton like an insect!
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		A Galapagos tortoise’s favourite food is prickly pear cactus. It doesn’t seem to mind all those spikes!



		
Tortoises are much too slow to chase down their food, so most of them are herbivores, surviving entirely on fruits and vegetables. The Galapagos tortoises eat all kinds of plant food growing on the islands. They are a little like the island equivalent of other big, lumbering herbivores such as elephants or bison. Unlike elephants, though, Galapagos tortoises don’t need to eat that much! That’s because they are reptiles. Cold-blooded reptiles don’t use as much energy as warm-blooded mammals like the elephant, so they don’t need as much fuel. In fact, Galapagos tortoises can go up to a year without food!



		Lifestyle and Ecology
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Galapagos tortoises live all over the Galapagos Islands in South America. They have been there for a long time, and on each island they have developed into a unique species. Each species is well suited to the island where it lives! The Galapagos Islands aren’t all the same: they have different amounts of rainfall and different kinds of vegetation. On the bigger islands, there is more rainfall and more lush vegetation. On the smaller islands, the environment is more desert-like.



		The Galapagos Islands got their name from tortoises! In Old Spanish, the word ‘galopego’ means tortoise.
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A War of Tortoise and Cactus



		On the big islands, there is plenty of rainfall and the tortoises eat grass and other plants low on the ground. These tortoises have a hard time living in the dry, lowland areas near the beaches, even on large islands like Isabela! Instead, they stay in their cool, rainy mountain habitat and rarely go down into the valleys or near the ocean.
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Life is harder on the small islands. There is no grass to eat and there is very little vegetation near the ground. On small islands like Pinta, the tortoises evolved to have high openings in the front of their shells. With these openings, the tortoises can stretch their necks up and grab cactus fruits that grow high off the ground. Of course, the cactus plants don’t take kindly to having their fruit stolen by tortoises. So over time, they have grown higher and higher off the ground, forcing the tortoises to evolve higher and higher openings!
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How Did They
Get There?



		The Galapagos Islands were formed by a chain of volcanoes. When they first rose up from the waves, they were nothing but barren rock. So how did huge, land-dwelling tortoises end up there? The answer is they floated! Remember, tortoises can live for weeks without food or water, long enough to float from South America to the Galapagos Islands on the Pacific Ocean currents. Tortoises don’t swim, so they must have gotten in the water by accident. Maybe one slipped off a small cliff and ended up in the water! How do we know the tortoises came from mainland South America? Because DNA evidence shows their closest relatives are still there!
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		A tortoise’s sex can change based on the temperature during incubation! If the eggs are left at a colder temperature, they are more likely to hatch as males.



		
Like most big animals, Galapagos tortoises reproduce slowly. The male often fails to fertilise the female’s eggs, but once she is successfully fertilised the female will lay a small clutch of two to 20 fist-sized eggs. The females usually lay their eggs in dry, resource-poor areas far away from their home ranges. That’s because the dry areas have fewer predators! After laying her eggs, the female buries them under several centimetres of sand to hide them from predators. When the babies hatch several months later, they have to dig their way up through all that sand and this process can take up to a month!



		Tortoise
Reproduction
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		The Galapagos Islands are not the only place where you can see birds team up with big grazers. On the African savannah there are oxpecker birds that perch on giraffes and elephants to eat their parasites!



		
On the islands, some tortoises work together with Galapagos finches. The little birds will fly right up to the tortoise and start hopping up and down. Tortoises are almost completely deaf, so the birds have to move around a lot to get their attention! Once the tortoise notices the birds, it slowly raises its body off the ground so that the finches can get underneath it. Then the birds will fly all around the tortoise, pecking off insects and other parasites. The finches get a free meal and the tortoise gets a free clean! Everybody wins … except the insects.



		The Tortoise and the Finch
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It is a fun coincidence that finches and tortoises work together. In fact, these two animals inspired the theory of evolution by natural selection. Darwin first came up with his famous theory, after he took a voyage to the Galapagos Islands and noticed the way each animal was shaped by its environment. He realised that the same process had probably shaped both finch and tortoise: an ancestor came from the mainland, arrived on the islands, and its descendants spread out into different environments. Once there, the new generations of tortoises had to adapt to their environment and so they ended up with different shapes, even though they were all descended from the same ancestral tortoise.
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		Harriet wasn’t the oldest tortoise in the world when she died. There was a tortoise from the Seychelles, islands off the coast of Africa, that lived to be over 250 years old!



		
When Charles Darwin went on his voyage around the world, he would stop as often as possible and collect specimens to bring home for scientific study. At one point, while he was contemplating the plants and animals of the Galapagos, he picked up a young female tortoise and named her Harriet. Darwin took Harriet home to England, where she lived happily in various people’s gardens. She even met Queen Victoria! Here’s the amazing part: Harriet survived until the year 2006. She was 175 years old when she died, having lived under seven different British monarchs. She outlived not only Darwin, but all of his children and grandchildren!



		Harriet
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		You can help endangered species by being a careful shopper! Avoid products with palm oil or unsustainably caught seafood. Go online and research wildlife-friendly products!



		
The Pinta Island tortoise was an amazing animal. Pinta is one of the smaller islands, so George and his kind had a unique high opening in the front of their shells. George was a living example of evolution, but he died without any offspring and today there are no Pinta Island tortoises left in the world. Just as other Galapagos tortoises gave Darwin important insights into evolution, Lonesome George has a lesson for us as well. He was not the first amazing creature to become extinct; but, if we all pay attention to our impact on Earth, he can be one of the last.



		
Harriet wasn’t the only long-lived Galapagos tortoise to lead an exciting life. There was another famous tortoise named Lonesome George. Lonesome George didn’t live as long as Harriet: he was about 102 when he died in 2012. But what makes George’s story special, and tragic, is that he was the last Pinta Island tortoise and so the last of his species.



		Lonesome
George
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If we can keep on protecting them into the future, then they’ll keep on marching — tramping their way over the mountains along those same ancient pathways their ancestors made before humans ever laid eyes on them.



		
There’s no animal quite like the Galapagos tortoise. Their huge size brings up echoes of a past, thousands of years ago, when such giant tortoises were found all over the world. Their uniquely shaped shells carry the marks of countless generations struggling and adapting to their diverse and challenging environments.
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In the most remote part of the Galapagos, far from any human
settlements, dirt paths crisscross the islands. The undergrowth
e is trampled down and a path, just wide enough for someone to
= .. walk, leads from one hill to the next and down to sea level. The
e paths look like they were made by a person, but they weren't.
: ‘ They were made by a tortoise. And not just one tortoise, but
generations of tortoises going back centuries! The tortoises use
1 these paths to travel from one part of the island to the other,
and over time they have used the same pathways for so long
that they look almost man-made!

The tortoise paths are used for seasonal
migration. During the dry season, some tortoises
have to migrate across their islands to find ‘G
enough food! :
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