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GOPHER TORTOISE 
Phylum: Chordata 
Class: Reptilia 
Order: Testudines  
Family:Testudinidae 
Genus: Gopherus 
Species: polyphemus 
 
 
 
 

Name Sex ID Born Acquired Notes 
Sniffles Female Flat Shell Unknown 10/18/01 Was on display in Manatee Springs 

 
Common Names:  Gopher “turtle.” 
 
Habitat and Range:  Well-drained sandy areas between grasslands and forests.  Found along the southern 
coast from South Carolina to Florida and along the Gulf Coast to extreme eastern Louisiana.  They dig long, 
wide burrows which may reach 35 feet in length. 
 
Description:  Terrestrial with domed shell and round, stumpy, elephantine hind legs.  Carapace is brown to 
tan, scutes often light-centered; plastron yellowish; grayish brown head; dark brown iris.  Head is large and 
blunt in front; hind feet smaller than front; male plastron concave.  Adult gular scutes project beyond 
carapace. 
 
Adult Size:  9¼ - 14½”. 
 
Diet in the Wild:  Generally herbivorous: grass, leaves, wild fruit; may eat some insects; in captivity they 
readily accept leafy greens, vegetables, and fruit; some show an interest in meat. 
 
Diet at the Zoo:  Mixed vegetables, apples, bananas, white potatoes, sweet potatoes, alfalfa cubes, kale. 
 
Reproduction:   

• Mates in early spring.  Female lays 2 to 7 brittle, spherical eggs in 5” deep cavities, occasionally at 
mouth of burrow, April to mid-July.  Hatching occurs August to September. 

• Like the desert tortoise, gopher males are normally placid except during the mating season.  When two 
males meet, they nod their heads rapidly and perhaps touch noses before continuing their separate 
ways.  However, during the mating season, a fight may ensue.  Each draws back and then rushes 
toward the other, using the gular scute projecting forward from the plastron to butt one another in the 
hopes of tipping over one’s adversary. 

 
Life Span: unknown 
 
Perils:  Some mammals and birds of prey eat hatchlings. 
 



Animal Biography 

11/2010 

Protection:  Heavily scaled forelimbs, when folded, close the opening of the shell and provide good protection 
for the head and neck. 
 
Interesting Facts:  

• Gopher tortoises are accomplished burrowers, having immovable wrists that give their forelimbs a 
shovel-like movement and great power.   

• Their tunnels slope downward from the surface and then usually level off underground.  They may be 
as long as 35 feet and wide enough so that the animal may turn around at any point along its length. 

• The burrow, which is a permanent home, is kept painstakingly free of debris.   
• The very stable temperature and humidity within the burrow protect the tortoise from the alterations 

of climate which may occur on the surface.   
• Because the weather in their range is cooler and more humid, gopher tortoises may remain active 

through the hottest hours of the day.   
• They go into short periods of hibernation only if the weather becomes severe 

 
Ecology:  Many other animals seek shelter or live permanently in “gopher” burrows.  These run the gamut 
from insects to burrowing owls, raccoons and opossums, gopher frogs, indigo snakes, diamondback rattlers, 
toads and various invertebrates. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 


