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     Giant tortoises are be-

lieved to have originated 

in Ecuador and Mada-

gascar existing today 

only on the islands of 

the Galapagos and Sey-

chelles. Examples of is-

land gigantism, they can 

weigh up to 650 lbs. and 

reach four feet in length. Cared for since 1870 in Calcutta, 

India, a zoological garden resident tortoise named Adwaita 

passed on in 2006 at what was estimated to be 255 years of 

age. Mainland extinctions began 100,000 years ago and more 

recently may have been accelerated by man. Heavy exploi-

tation of modern giant tortoises as a food source started in 

the 16th century in the Galapagos Islands by resident pirates 

lying in wait for gold-laden Spanish treasure ships. Whaling 

boat captains raved about the taste of the meat describing it 

as more delicious than chicken, pork, or beef, and 

the tortoise’s oil like butter. An added advantage to 

sailors was that hibernating giant tortoises could be 

stored in the ship’s hold for months or even years at 

a time. After arriving on the Beagle, Charles Darwin 

described his first encounter with them as a “cyclo-

pean scene” when one hissed at him and another 

slowly walked away upon the dusky lava rocks. Al-

though he wasn’t fond of tortoise meat, he would of-

ten climb aboard the backs of the giant reptiles and 

with a rap on the back of their skulls go for a ride. 

     One species of 150,000 giant tortoises remain at 

Aldabra Atoll in the Indian Ocean and eleven spe-

cies totaling 15,000 individual tortoises reside in the 

Galapagos Islands of the Pacific. Seemingly forever 

maligned, giant tortoises are now protected and list-

ed as threatened.
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