Interview With A Desert Tortoise

Gopherus agassizii, the Desert Tortoise, is proving that slow and steady pays off. With an average speed of 20 feet per minute, this reptile knows how to stop and smell the flowers. We caught up with our state reptile for this interview and began by asking a little bit about its past…

Gopherus: Well, I haven’t changed much over the past millions of years—of 
course turtles have slowly changed over time to survive in specific environments like salt water, fresh water, and on land. 

CL: Where do you call home now?

Gopherus: Land. In fact, turtles that are strictly land based are called 
tortoises, which is part of my name. 

CL: You mentioned your name, “Tortoise.” Your genus, “Gopherus” is 
unusual, what does it mean?

Gopherus: It means “burrowing” tortoise. I have claws for digging and 
flattened forelimbs for shoveling dirt. One of my strongest talents is burrowing to escape desert temperatures.

CL: You’ve been around a long time, how do you survive in the desert, 
where do you find water?

Gopherus: I avoid the hottest part of the day. I also get most of my water by 
eating succulent desert plants. When I drink after a rain, I can store up to a cup of water in my bladder. And I burrow.

CL: Where can your fans find out more about you? 
Gopherus: You can find out more about me by visiting places like Joshua 
Tree National Park, The Living Desert, or you can read about my life in books about desert tortoises found in your school library, or type in  “desert tortoise” on-line to discover a lot of interesting facts about me.
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