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I dedicate this book to my grandson, Triston Rigsbee, who loves turtles more than anyone I know.
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Invitations to the turtle reunion were sent all over the world. Some family members arrived by land and some by water. Some called themselves turtles. Some were known as tortoises and some called themselves terrapins, but they were all the same family - chelonian.

Do people at your family reunions have different last names?
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The Chelonian family members lived in different environments, or habitats. Some countries do not separate them by habitat. In Spanish, Turtles, Terrapins and Tortoises are all called Tortugas, but in the United States, they are given names according to their habitat.

Turtles are aquatic. They live in or near the water.

Terrapins are semi-aquatic. They move from land to water

Tortoises are Terrestrial. They live on land almost all the time.

Do members of your family live in different environments?

[image: image]

Living in different habitats, turtles look different. Most turtles have five toes in front, but some only have 3 or 4 on their rear feet. Turtles that swim a lot often have webbed toes - skin between the toes that helps them swim. Some have no toes on front. They have flippers instead. Some turtles have long toenails.

Do you know someone with long fingernails?
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When turtles gather, it is called a bale of turtles or a creep of tortoises. Of course, in this case, it is called a reunion.

Like all family reunions, the turtle family members look and act differently. Some are big; some are small; some are friendly and some are grouchy. All these family members are on different diets, so that means a lot of different food must be provided.

Is there a large variety of food at your family reunions?
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All turtles have some sort of shell. The top part is called the carapace. The bottom is the plastron and the sides are called the bridges. Some turtles have hard shells, but some are soft and feel like rubber. The hard shells are made of the same kind of material as your fingernails. Hard shells often have a ridge at the top, called the keel. The sections on the turtle shell are called scutes, and they grow as the turtle gets bigger. The old part of the shell flakes off as they grow.

Have you ever seen a turtle with a damaged or flaking shell?
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Scientists believe that turtles are one of the oldest and most primitive groups of reptiles, and that they have been on earth over 200 million years. They probably had to be careful that dinosaurs didn't step on them! Back then turtles couldn't retract into their shells, but they had teeth, so maybe dinosaurs were careful not to step on turtles.

What things are you careful not to step on?
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There were no turtles with teeth at the reunion, but there were turtles that couldn't retract into their shells.

Freddie Frog Faced Soft Shell Turtle made it all the way in from southeast Asia. He had a rubbery shell that he couldn't draw back into for protection. He probably didn't need to. Freddie could strike faster than a cobra and had a bite powerful enough to crush bones!

Freddie spent most of his time hiding under the mud on the bottom of slow-moving rivers with only his eyes, mouth and nose showing. He could hold his breath so long that he only came up two times a day to take a breath!

Can anyone in your family hold their breath a long time?
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Lute Leatherback Sea Turtle was the biggest turtle at the reunion. She was almost 6 feet long and weighed nearly 1,500 pounds!

Like all Leatherbacks, she was dark gray with white spots and had seven ridges along her back. Instead of having a hard shell, hers was soft and felt like leather or rubber. Instead of feet, she had long flippers with no claws.

Lute was the reason they had the reunion on the beach. She was completely aquatic – she couldn’t live long out of the water. In fact, female Leatherbacks only come out of the water when they lay eggs - or in this case - attend a reunion. Of course, she couldn't stay long.

Are there people at your family reunions who don't stay long?
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Lute wasn't the only kind of sea turtle in the ocean. Her cousins, the 

Loggerheads, Hawksbill, Flatback, Green, Kemp Ridley and Olive Ridley lived there too. 

It would be a big reunion if all our relatives got to attend, wouldn't it?
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Lute was a gelatinivore. She mostly ate jellyfish and small gelatinous invertebrates (animals with no bones). Since those are considered flesh (meat) she might also be called a carnivore (meat eater). Lute sometimes ate seaweed, though. Wouldn't that make her an omnivore, (eats meat and plants)?

Do you see how complicated diets can get?
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Not all turtles are slow. Syble Spiny Softshell Turtle swam down from Missouri. She could travel up to 15 miles per hour! That may not seem fast if you are in a car, but the average human can only run 28 miles per hour and most of us walk about 3 miles per hour. It is unlikely that you will catch Syble, but if you do, be careful. She can twist her long neck around and bite you!

Do you have any relatives that can run faster than you?
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Ima Indian Flapshell Turtle arrived from India as the last of the softshell turtles. Ima had flaps on her plastron to protect her tail and feet when she retracted them into her shell. It is thought that she has this adaptation to help her retain moisture during dry spells.

Can you think of anyone who has found ways to adapt to hard times?
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The biggest tortoise at the reunion was Grandma Tortoise, who was over four feet long and weighed almost 500 lbs! Her home was in the Galapagos Islands of the Atlantic Ocean, near Ecuador in South America.

Grandma was over 100 years old but she still had a healthy appetite. Grandma Tortoise was herbivorous. She liked grass, weeds and cactus, but she also liked other plants, as well as fruit.

Who is the biggest person at your family reunions?
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Grandma brought her cousin with her. Gladys' shell was different than Grandma's. Grandma lived in an area where she sometimes had to stretch her head up high for food. Gladys' carapace was shaped more like a dome.

Grandma and Gladys weren't good swimmers, so they took a boat to the mainland and walked from there. They were slow, but their stubby little feet were strong. Of course, they didn't have to rent a place to stay at night. They just drew back into their shells.

Do any of your family members bring their homes with them when they come to the reunion?
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The smallest tortoise at the reunion was Nano Tortoise. He was a Cape Speckled Padloper Tortoise from South Africa. He was only 3 inches long and weighed only 3 ounces! He liked to hide in rocky areas and eat plants that contained a lot of water. South Africa would be a long way for such a tiny tortoise to travel, but Nano lives in the herpetarium in the St. Louis, Missouri zoo.

If you're ever there, drop by to say hi
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