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SHELL

At hatching the young gopher tortoise possesses only the most rudi-
mentary elements of the bony shell (Fig. 18). These are the vertebrae,
the ribs (which extend to the edge of the costal scutes), and the small
centers of ossification at the posterior lower corner of each of the anterior
and posterior marginal scutes. The plastral buttresses are long and pro-
vide maximum support until the shell is completely ossified. The axil-
lary buttress extends to near the junction of the lateral anterior corer
of vertebral scute 1 and costal scute 1. The posterior inguinal buttress
lies just anterior to the sixth rib, and extends approximately one-fourth
of the way medially. Later in development the ends of the buttresses
come to be located closer to the distal rib ends (Fig. 18). All of the
plastral bones, except for the entoplastron, are more heavily ossified than
those of the carapace. The epiplastral lip is not greatly projected, and
there is no deep excavation behind.

With increasing age and progressive ossification of the shell, the
shallow grooves on the dorsal edge of the peripherals (in which distal
ends of the rib were originally located) become modified to shallow pits
(Fig. 18). In addition, there are important changes in the hypoplastral-
xiphiplastral articulation.

In general, ontogenetic change in shell shape (viewed from above)
is from a more rounded to a more elongate outline. This is much more
evident in polyphemus than in berlandieri or agassizi (Fig. 19). I have
not seen any hatchlings of flavomarginatus.

The general shell characteristics of Late Tertiary, Pleistocene, and
Recent adult specimens of Gopherus are: shell of moderate height, with
moderate anterior and posterior openings; plastron extending beyond an-
terior margin of carapace; anterior edge of carapace transverse to con-
cave; marginals with entire edges, not deeply serrated but often with
small pointed projections at scute sulci; no hinge in either carapace or
plastron; width of vertebral scutes greater than length and about equal to
height of costal scutes, which in turn are about equal to bridge marginals;
last vertebral scute almost always as wide as caudal scute and two last
marginals; bridge moderately long, without a well developed continuous
keel; bones of shell thin; usually two suprapygals, the anterior one either
A-shaped and embracing the posterior one, or placed on top of the other;
one supracaudal scute, which is wider than the pygal bone; 11 marginal
scutes; 11 peripheral bones; pleurals alternately wider and narrower
medially and laterally; neural formula usually 4-8-4-8-4-(6-(6-(6, with
the vertebral sulci usually crossing neurals 1, 3, 5 and 8; nuchal scute
usually as wide or wider than long; rib heads slender, but relatively


