
TAXIDERMY SPECIMEN OF A GALAPAGOS ISLANDS GIANT TORTOISE
A RARE ANTIQUE TAXIDERMY SPECIMEN OF A GALAPAGOS ISLANDS GIANT TORTOISE ‘GEOCHELONE ELEPHANTOPUS

DARWINI’ JAMES ISLAND/SAN SALVADOR
19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 40CM HIGH, 81CM LONG, 57CM WIDE – 15¾ INS HIGH, 32INS LONG, 22½ INS WIDE 
SEE: FINCH & CO CATALOGUE NO. 6, ITEM NO. 31, FOR AN EXAMPLE OF A GALAPAGOS ISLANDS GIANT TORTOISESHELL

 
LITERATURE

THE GALAPAGOS TORTOISE IS THE LARGEST LIVING TORTOISE SPECIES IN THE WORLD. SIX HUNDRED MILES WEST OF
ECUADOR, ON THE EQUATOR IN THE EASTERN PACIFIC OCEAN, THE ISLANDS ORIGINALLY HAD ABOUT FOURTEEN

ISOLATED POPULATIONS OF TORTOISES, EACH ONE SEPARATED FROM THEIR NEIGHBOURS BY EITHER THE SEA OR
STRETCHES OF IMPASSABLE MOLTEN OR HOT LAVA. THEY ARE NOW REGARDED AS ALL PART OF ONE SUBSPECIES

‘GEOCHELONE ELEPHANTOPUS’, BUT IN THE 19TH CENTURY WERE THOUGHT TO CONSTITUTE SEPARATE SPECIES.
CHARLES DARWIN VISITED JAMES ISLAND IN 1835 AND DESCRIBED THE ‘CYCLOPEAN SCENE’ OF GIANT TORTOISES

EATING CACTUS. IN THE 1850’S IT WAS STILL POSSIBLE FOR A WHALING CREW TO COLLECT 300 TORTOISES ON A SINGLE
VISIT, BUT DECADES OF DEPREDATIONS BY THE WHALERS, SETTLERS, AND INTRODUCED RATS, GOATS, PIGS, DOGS AND
DONKEYS MADE SERIOUS INROADS INTO THE POPULATION AND BY 1906 ONLY A FEW TORTOISES WERE LEFT. HOWEVER,
TODAY THE POPULATION HAS RECOVERED WITH A SUCCESSFUL REINTRODUCTION PROGRAM ON MOST OF THE ISLANDS

AND WITH ALL NATURAL AND INDIGENOUS FLORA AND FAUNA PROTECTED.
LIVING UP TO 150 YEARS OR MORE GALAPAGOS TORTOISES REACH UP TO 500 POUNDS WITH CARAPACE LENGTHS OF

OVER FOUR FEET ON SOME OF THE LARGER ISLANDS. IN 1902 A PARTY FROM THE SCHOONER ‘MARY SACHS’ ANCHORED
OFF ISABELLA ISLAND AND FOUND NEAR THE RIM OF THE SIERRA NEGRA, SOME 18 MILES FROM THE SHORE, WHAT HAS

BEEN DESCRIBED AS THE LARGEST KNOWN GALAPAGOS TORTOISE. IT REQUIRED 12 MEN TO CARRY IT THE LAST SIX
MILES OF THE DISTANCE BACK TO THE SHIP.

 


