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Preface





  The gopher tortoise is an excellent representative of all the upland wildlife in the Southeast and in fact throughout the world. As human needs for space increase, we divide the habitat with roads and then fill in the space between with homes, shopping centers, and schools. Once where there were many square miles of open wild lands required by so many species—today these are shrinking into small parcels of land barely large enough to support the gopher tortoise and many of its associated species.




  Because of this rapid development it is more important than ever that people of all ages realize that if we wish to have some of these species around for the next generations, we must learn about their needs and begin to plan for the open space they and their habitats require throughout the southeastern United States. Many people, including families and young people, have been shocked to learn that such a passive animal as the gopher tortoise can be destroyed at such an alarming rate. They wish to become part of the solution, not just part of the problem. We hope that this book will help these people become involved.




  The first step in becoming a positive force in conservation is to become educated. Until now, there have been no books where people could learn about the gopher tortoise, how it lives, and its habitat requirements. We have researched many scientific papers and have presented the findings of these papers. We have many years of research and observations, and we provide that here so that much of what we know is available to the general public. It is our hope that this publication is written in a simple way that can be understood by both adults and young students who wish to learn about this fascinating species. We hope this will encourage them to begin to work in their states, counties, and communities to make sure that there continue to be places for generations of tortoises in order that future human generations may appreciate and learn from them.




  Patricia and Ray Ashton
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Meet the Gopher Tortoise



        

      


    




    • What is the gopher tortoise? pages 3 and 5




    • Can I touch it? page 3




    • Will it hurt me? Will touching it hurt it? page 3




    • How can I learn more about the gopher tortoise and what it does? page 4




    • Who were the gopher tortoise’s ancestors? page 6




    • How did the gopher tortoise survive? page 7




    • What is the gopher tortoise’s shell? Is it its home? page 8
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  Look . . . It’s a gopher tortoise!




  Gopher tortoises can most easily be seen when they cross the road, feed at the roadside, sit in the sun at a burrow mouth, or come into a yard to forage. Tortoises may stop and pull their head and legs into their shell when approached. They can run pretty fast for short distances when frightened and may dive into their burrow to get away or they may move into the shadows of grasses or larger plants keeping very still so they seem to disappear.




  

    

      Can I touch it?


      Will it hurt me?


      Will touching it hurt it?




      Gopher tortoises are not harmful to humans. They usually don’t try to bite even when picked up. They do have very strong, muscular legs with claws that can scrape and scratch. Sometimes when picked up tortoises will eliminate, making a smelly mess in order to frighten off predators. You can look at a tortoise, but you really should leave it alone. If it is in the middle of the road and likely to be run over, an adult can move it off to the side of the road it was headed for so it won’t try to cross again.
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    Elizabeth and her son Xander observe a gopher tortoise crossing the road. Xander was amazed to see it “freeze” as a car approached.


  




  

    State and federal governments have rules designed to protect gopher tortoises and other species from being injured or destroyed by human activities. These rules make it illegal to take a gopher tortoise home or dig up its burrow or disturb its daily life. Scientists, educators, land managers or consultants may get a permit to allow them to work more directly with the gopher tortoise. It is okay for you to observe a tortoise, but don’t interfere with its activities or take one home.
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  How can I learn more about you and what you do?




  Think about the questions you would like to have answered about gopher tortoises and how they live their lives. Here are some questions you might ask:




  1. What are you?




  2. Who were your ancestors?




  3. How did you survive until now?




  4. Who are your enemies?




  5. Is your shell your home?




  6. In what habitats can I find you?




  7. Where are your burrows?




  8. How can I know if you are at home?




  9. Who else lives in your burrow?




  10. Why are burrows important?




  11. What do you eat?




  12. How do you communicate?




  13. Where do you go in a forest fire?




  14. Where do you lay eggs?




  15. How do you find a mate?




  Scientists have been studying gopher tortoises for many years. We have learned many things about how they eat, mate, lay eggs, and dig burrows. There are still many things we do not know. We do not completely understand how they communicate, why they choose to change burrows, or how they select food. We have included information gathered by many scientists as well as from our research.
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    Ray Ashton studies an adult gopher tortoise that lives on Ashton Biological Preserve outside Archer, Florida.
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    Nearly 1-year-old hatchling




    

      Tortoises come in many shapes and sizes. An adult can be bigger than a dinner plate while a hatchling comes out of an egg a little larger than a golf ball.




      Adult tortoises can be yellowish-brown, dark brown, or deep gray. Juveniles—those in between hatchlings and adults—can be yellowish, tan, or light gray. The pattern (shapes and color on the scales) on hatchlings is distinctive. How would you describe this pattern?
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  Tortoises are turtles adapted for living on land.
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  Tortoises and turtles have large scales on their shells called scutes.




  Gopher tortoises are classified or grouped together with all the turtles in the order Testudines. Turtlelike fossils have been found from the early Triassic (250 million years ago), but the gopher tortoise is the only land turtle or tortoise species (of family Testudinoidae) remaining in the southeastern United States after these hundreds of thousands of years.
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  What were the early tortoise species in the southeastern U.S. like?




  Turtles that looked very much like those we see today (with dermal plates or scutes covering a bony carapace) were alive in the Triassic, when dinosaurs roamed the earth. By the Jurassic, turtles existed that could pull their head, tail, and feet into their shell, and instead of teeth they had a bony beak. The Tertiary Period in southeastern North America saw diverse turtle and tortoise species with both giant tortoises (like Hesperotestudo incise) and very small ones (like Floridemys nana). The information gathered by paleontologists when they unearthed the fossils of the giant Hesperotestudo tortoises indicates that they probably did not use burrows. The habitats of southeastern North America were at times much wetter with lots of lush vegetation. We can guess that these giant tortoises may have behaved much like present-day Galapagos or Aldabra tortoises (shown below). They depended upon their size for protection as adults, and as juveniles they were good at hiding.
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  Relative size of giant tortoise to gopher tortoise




  

    Predecessors of today’s gopher tortoise appeared in the Tertiary Period. The gopher tortoise appeared in the Quaternary Period during the middle to late Pleistocene Epoch.
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  What happened to the other tortoise species in the southeastern U. S.? When did the gopher tortoise appear and why did only the gopher tortoise survive?




  

    We are not sure about the answer to the first question, but we do know that early humans lived in the same places that the ancient tortoises lived and were there at the time the other species of tortoises became extinct. Humans probably hunted them for food. Could humans have killed too many tortoises so that the species became extinct? Research shows that humans are still endangering tortoises today by eating them and taking away their habitat. We also know there were many climatic changes at the time these species disappeared. Changes in climate can alter plant growth and tortoises are primarily herbivores, so they are dependent upon the presence of sufficient, healthy vegetation. Long-term and widespread changes in climate may have caused many of the animals and plants that lived at that time to go extinct, including some species of tortoise.
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