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Tortoise trek: How man gets in the way  
 
Arizona Daily Star, The (Tucson, AZ)—Sunday, June 20, 2004  
Author: Tony Davis, ARIZONA DAILY STAR 
 
Four summers ago, Thelma started on a stroll that turned into a trek that was to make desert 
tortoise history.  
 
Trudging through saguaro-covered hills, wildcat subdivisions and creosote flats, the foot-long, 5-
pound female tortoise walked about 20 miles across the far Southeast Side, from Saguaro 
National Park–East to the base of the Santa Rita Mountains, state and University of Arizona 
researchers say.  
 
Later, she walked another 4.3 miles back north. In a journey that stretched two years, she wore a 
radio transmitter to which a note was glued urging anyone spotting her to contact researchers 
who were tracking her steps.  
 
It was one of the longest tortoise walks documented in the desert Southwest. The walk was part 
of a larger research project showing that genetic links exist among tortoise populations in 
different mountain ranges.  
 
But Thelma’s walk also showed how tough it is for tortoises to make these journeys and how 
isolated their populations become, as subdivisions and roads fill their Sonoran Desert home, 
researchers say.  
 
Passers-by kept her on course  
 
Depending on the season, researchers watched Thelma dine on creosote and palo-verde flowers, 
saguaro and other cactus fruits, and on desert grasses. She traversed private, state and federal 
land—through places that will or could be developed soon, and through places that will never be 
developed.  
 
More than once, Thelma strayed into areas too remote for radio tracking. Neighbors and passers-
by kept her on course by picking her up and contacting scientists as she struggled to cross 
Interstate 10, suburban roads, a fence and railroad tracks.  
 
“This tortoise encountered several barriers that, without human facilitation, would likely have 
been insurmountable,” researchers Taylor Edwards and Eric Stitt and two colleagues wrote 
recently. “It is possible the tortoise would have become someone’s illegal pet” without the label 
affixed to her transmitter, they said.  
 
But the State Game and Fish Department is trying to give the species a helping hand. The 
department is developing a conservation agreement with other government agencies to try to 
piece together important blocks of tortoise habitat.  
 
The plan, to be completed by 2005, is to improve connections across artificial barriers by putting 
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culverts under freeways and building fences to direct the reptiles to more hospitable crossing 
areas.  
 
Thelma’s saga, meanwhile, is finding its way into two scientific journals that have agreed to 
publish the researchers’ work.  
 
Thelma was one of 175 tortoises from whom state-financed researchers took blood samples to 
demonstrate that genetic links exist among tortoises in nine Southern and Central Arizona 
mountain ranges.  
 
Their study showed that tortoises living as far south as the Santa Ritas are related to others living 
as far away as Sugarloaf Mountain east of Phoenix.  
 
Researchers named the tortoise Thelma, after a lead character in the movie “Thelma and Louise,” 
about two women who abandon bad relationships to hit the road.  
 
Nobody knows Thelma’s exact age. Edwards, a UA research technician, described her as over 25 
and “mature.” 
 
And nobody knows what made Thelma walk 20 miles when most tortoises have a home range of 
35 acres and seldom walk more than a third of a mile in a single jaunt.  
 
“Maybe she was hatched in this other range, then moved, and was going back,” Edwards said. 
“Maybe she was born in the Rincons and didn’t get what she needed, and decided to find a new 
place.”  
 
What is clear: Thelma’s walk is one of the longest recorded tortoise hikes in the Southwest. 
Since 1992, researchers had placed transmitters on more than 70 tortoises in the Tucson area, 
most in the Rincons. No others had traveled long distances.  
 
In Nevada, researchers have tracked tortoises walking 10 to 20 miles, but in one such study 
during the early 1990s, all 20 tortoises monitored died during their travels, said Dick Tracy, 
director of the University of Nevada’s Biological Resources Research Center.  
 
In Mojave County, Ariz., state Game and Fish Department researchers marked a large male 
tortoise in the Hualapai Mountain foothills southeast of Kingman back in 1996. They saw it 
again in 2002, in the Buck Mountains 17 miles southwest of the Hualapais, said Daren Riedel, 
Game and Fish’s desert-tortoise coordinator.  
 
By then it was a carcass.  
 
Spotted on Old Spanish Trail  
 
Edwards attached a radio transmitter to Thelma on Aug. 14, 2000, because she was wheezing, 
had a runny nose and was discharging fluids from weepy eyes—symptoms of upper-respiratory 
tract disease.  
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In the Mojave Desert of Southern California and Nevada, that disease is suspected of causing 
mass tortoise deaths. It has not significantly harmed Southern Arizona tortoises.  
 
For three weeks, Edwards tracked Thelma as she stepped off six-inch paces. When the animal 
dropped out of the hillier park into the Rincon Valley, researchers lost track of her.  
 
But on Sept. 18 a passer-by saw her walking on Old Spanish Trail, about a mile south of the park 
boundary.  
 
“We were heading south, out of Tucson, and it was in the road, about halfway across,” recalled 
Vivian McKinnon, a Tucson resident who was going bird-watching with a friend. “We went by, 
and it froze.  
 
“We kind of made sure it didn’t get squashed. We just hung out and watched. We don’t really 
want to interfere with them, but you don’t want to see them get hit on the road.” 
 
She notified the park, and researchers tracked Thelma sporadically until picking up a clear signal 
on Sept. 25 about three miles south. She was high up, on a steep slope, not far from Colossal 
Cave Mountain Park.  
 
Thelma had scaled her way to better tortoise habitat, with saguaros and palo verdes climbing a 
rocky hillside. A week later, they tracked her to a chain-link fence on private land, and took her 
around it. Then they lost touch with her for 10 months.  
 
On July 31, 2001, Patty Kelley, part owner of the Vail Feed Store in the unincorporated 
community of Vail, phoned the National Park Service, which runs Saguaro Park. A driver on 
South Vail Road had picked up a tortoise with a transmitter glued to it as it crossed the first of 
two sets of railroad tracks, and brought it to the store.  
 
By then, Thelma had walked a little more than nine miles south of her release point.  
 
“It was just a weird thing. People don’t just bring stray turtles to your door with an electric 
device on it,” Kelley said. “When I called, someone explained to me how turtles are territorial, 
but for some reason this turtle didn’t do what other turtles did. It left its territory and started 
trucking.”  
 
Researcher Stitt, a UA graduate student in wildlife ecology, drove Thelma into the desert , nearly 
1,000 feet from the nearest house. Three times, people would find the tortoise and call Stitt after 
he thought he had moved Thelma from human contact.  
 
“During this time, it seemed directionless and random,” he recalled. “One person saw her 
transmitter and thought it was a tumor, because of the bump on her neck. The last one who called 
saw it at mailboxes at the I-10 frontage road.”  
 
On Aug. 29, after finding her on the frontage road, the researchers drove her across the interstate: 
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“We had tracked her several times in between the railroad tracks and the freeway, and it’s not 
considered tortoise habitat. Our interpretation of her movements is that she was continuing to try 
to head south and she could not cross that barrier,” Edwards said. “It was not a suitable place for 
her.”  
 
Then, opting not to plop her amidst medium-density homes or fences adjoining I-10, researchers 
drove her 4.3 miles to the Santa Ritas and let her go.  
 
They periodically kept track of her there until June 2002, when her transmitter failed, they wrote 
in a paper approved for publication in Herpetological Review.  
 
Tortoises can live 50-100 years  
 
As Edwards sees it, the proliferation of roads, homes, fences and tracks are turning surrounding 
mountain ranges into tortoise habitat islands. Such development didn’t exist in much of Tucson 
until 60 years ago, he said, making its effect on tortoises unclear.  
 
Researchers don’t even know how long tortoises live in the wild, although they can live 50 to 
100 years in captivity, he said.  
 
His broader tortoise study found that the nine mountain ranges’ populations are very related, he 
said, with genetic connections stronger the closer the animals’ home ranges get. The researchers 
did DNA testing of each tortoise studied, just as forensic scientists study human DNA to pin 
down criminal identities.  
 
Tortoises in the Tucson area are plentiful, with perhaps 20,000 living in the Rincon Mountains 
alone, he said. The population is not threatened in the short term. But in the long term, if 
drought, disease or fire were to wipe out or severely damage a tortoise population, “it’s not going 
to be able to sit back and recover on its own, because new tortoises won’t be able to go there,” he 
said.  
 
Thelma returned to original site  
 
Roughly two months after Thelma’s transmitter died, on Aug. 22, 2002, someone called the 
National Park Service to report that the tortoise had been seen walking along a barren Interstate 
10 shoulder, under the Wentworth Road overpass.  
 
“We were surprised, yeah. There was a one in a million chance we’d see her again,” Stitt said.  
 
This time, the researcher drove Thelma back to the point in Saguaro Park–East where she had 
first been released.  
 
“We thought the humane thing to do was to bring her back. She had already pushed her luck.”  
 
Thelma became a homebody, seldom straying much from her stomping grounds. Researchers 
followed her movements until early 2003, when the transmitter died again. Since then, there’s 
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been no trace of her.  
 
/////  
 
Significance of desert-tortoise research  
 
* Tortoises living in nine Southern and Central Arizona mountain ranges have genetic links, with 
the connections stronger for tortoise populations that are closer together.  
 
* Dispersal and other tortoise movements probably play an important role in populations’ long-
term maintenance.  
 
* New development makes it increasingly difficult for tortoises to cross valley floors to mountain 
range homes.  
 
* Thelma’s walk shows how hard it is for other reptiles, such as Gila monsters, tiger rattlesnakes, 
chuckwallas and horned lizards to cope with development, because they are most affected by 
smaller habitat changes, such as lining wash banks with soil cement.  
 
* Smaller tortoise populations have little chance of long-term survival; it’s unlikely that 
populations experiencing drastic reductions could offset that by increased breeding.  
 
Sources: Researchers at the University of Arizona, U.S. Geological Survey, National Park 
Service and Arizona Game and Fish Department.  
 
/////  
 
ø Contact Tony Davis at 807-7790 or verdin@azstarnet.com.  
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Incredible journey 
Arizona Daily Star, The (Tucson, AZ) - Saturday, June 26, 2004  
 
The saga of Thelma, the persevering desert tortoise whose wanderings were monitored by 
biologists for four years, contains a lesson for Tucson as enduring as the message in Aesop’s tale 
of the tortoise and the hare.  
 
In the Aesop story, the rabbit thinks the outcome of a race with a tortoise is a no-brainer. Rather 
than run from start to finish, the overly confident rabbit takes a nap by the side of the road. The 
tortoise simply plods on, passes the slumbering rabbit and wins, proving that “Slow but steady 
wins the race.”  
 
We are confident that Aesop had no interest in wildcat subdivisions or urban sprawl, and yet his 
tale can also be read as a statement on the consequences of bad or nonexistent planning. Aesop’s 
hare was unsuccessful simply because it did not plan ahead.  
 
Cities sometimes share the same fate.  
 
The lack of planning in Tucson’s past makes the odyssey of Thelma , the desert tortoise , all the 
more remarkable. Preservation of tortoise habitat has not been the overwhelming concern of any 
community in the Sonoran Desert .  
 
Thelma’s prolonged hike helped to define how wide that habitat may be. A story in last Sunday’s 
Arizona Daily Star said researchers from the University of Arizona attached a transmitter to the 
tortoise and tracked it for four years as it meandered across some 20 miles from the foothills of 
the Rincon Mountains to the base of the Santa Ritas. That’s 20 miles, at paces a thoughtful six 
inches apart.  
 
In the past, little was done by municipalities to make accommodations for the diverse wildlife of 
the Sonoran Desert. It is only in recent years that we began to hear talk about the need to 
incorporate wildlife corridors into the plans for new roads and subdivisions. Thelma’s trek 
illustrates the importance of such planning.  
 
The distances that Thelma covered in the Tucson area included private and public land, and 
developed and undeveloped stretches. Remarkable as it is, Thelma’s marathon may not have 
been possible without human intervention. People occasionally found Thelma struggling to get 
across busy roads or threatened by her proximity to Interstate 10. At times the tortoise ended up 
in places where the transmitter’s signal was blocked. However, the transmitter also had a note on 
it asking anybody who spotted her to contact the researchers. They did.  
 
Researchers Taylor Edwards and Eric Stitt said Thelma’s trek was one of the longest tortoise 
walks documented in the Southwest. The wildlife ecologists monitored Thelma as part of a 
broader and more complex project to document the genetic links among tortoise populations in 
different mountain ranges.  
 
The State Game and Fish Department is developing a plan that could lead to the preservation of 
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desert tortoise habitat as well as construction of culverts and fences that would enable these 
armored reptiles to avoid roads and heavy traffic.  
 
Desert tortoises are not an endangered species, but their habitat is evidently shrinking as the city 
spreads—which is an important factor in the survival of future generations of creatures like 
Thelma. 
 
Thelma’s real-life journey is more fascinating than Aesop’s fiction. It’s also a powerful reminder 
of the need to include wildlife corridors in the design of new roads and housing developments.  
 
 


