
The Galápagos tortoise, also known as the Galápagos giant tortoise, is the 13th heaviest
reptile alive today and the largest existing of the species. ‘Galapagos’ comes from the
Spanish ‘galapago’, which means ‘tortoise’. The Galápagos tortoise has a very high
brown and light green shell. It blends in very well with its surroundings. It can quickly
withdraw its head, legs, and tail into its shell when it is too hot or feels that it is in
danger. Its shell is very big and very bony. Galápagos tortoises come in two types: the
largest, called ‘domes’, have big, round shells, and live on the larger, wetter islands, and
the smaller ‘saddlebacks’, which have a shell that curls up in front the way a saddle
does, live on smaller islands that have dry vegetation. The distinctive saddleback shell
may enable this tortoise to reach higher vegetation, and this tortoise also has a longer
neck and limbs.

The Galápagos giant tortoise inhabits just six Galápagos Islands of an island chain 1,000
km (600 miles) from the Ecuadorian coast, namely, Isabela, Pinzon, Espanola, San
Cristobal, Santa Cruz, and Santiago. The tortoises live in muddy puddles and wallow,
preferably in sunny areas. Some may be found at rest under large overhanging rocks.
When it is the hot and dry season, these animals tend to go to the cooler highlands, and
in the rainy season, they return to the lowlands.

When mariners first arrived in the 1600s in the Galápagos Islands, they captured these
tortoises and kept them alive on ships to use as a food source. Throughout the 19th
century, a great number of tortoises were taken by whaling ships for food, others being
killed for their oil. Today what threatens them the most are the introduced species:
feral cats, dogs, and rats eat juvenile tortoises before their shell has fully developed,
and goats and cattle are in competition for vegetation.
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Las Islas de los Galápagos, meaning the Islands of the Tortoises, were named after the
giant tortoises that are found nowhere else on Earth.

Tortoises have a poor sense of smell and use their eyes to seek food. Red objects really
gain their attention.

A Galápagos tortoise has a very slow metabolism, so it can go for a long time without
water or food. The longest such time recorded and confirmed was about 18 months.
These animals will drink a lot of water when available, to store for later.

On arid islands, these tortoises lick morning dew from boulders, and the repeated
action over many generations has formed half-sphere depressions in the rock.

On some of the Galápagos Islands, Finches will clean parasites from the tortoise’s skin
while the animal raises itself up onto its legs to help the process.

Jokes about tortoises being very slow are based on truth. Galápagos tortoises travel at
an incredible 0.16 mph (0.26 km/h). People walk at an average of 2.8 mph (4.5 km/h).
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