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FIGURE 1. Map of Dry Tortugas Islands, based on Coast and Geodetic
Survey 585 "Dry Tortugas."

thicket and extending from it to the tide line, the vegetation is relatively
low and open. Most Sooty Terns nest on these flats, although some nest
in openings in and under the mangroves or the bay cedar. The major
plants on the periphery of Bush Key are sea rocket (Cakile lanceolata),
sea oats (Uniola paniculata), prickly pear (Opuntia sp.), a grass (Sporo-
bolus sp.) and sea purslane (Sesuvium portulacastrum) with some sea lav-
ender (Tournefortia gnaphalodes) around the edges. The density of these
plants varies from year to year, primarily depending on the amount of
rainfall.

Royal Terns (Thalasseus maximus), Sandwich Terns (T. sandvicensis),
and Least Terns (Sterna albifrons) formerly nested at the Dry Tortugas
(Robertson, 1964). Currently several hundred Roseate Terns (S. dougal-
lii) nest on the Dry Tortugas and several thousand Brown Noddies (Anous
stolidus) nest on Bush Key with the Sooties. The only mammals present
are the introduced rat (Rattus rattus) and a few humans who man the
Fort Jefferson. National Monument and a nearby Coast Guard lighthouse.

The climate at the Dry Tortugas is best described as hot and dry.
Daily temperatures often reach the low 90's (0F) and seldom drop below
the low 60's at night (Vaughan, 1918). The intense radiation of heat from
both water and the light-colored sand creates a severe microclimate in the
layer of air just above the ground, the microhabitat in which Sooty Terns
nest. Rainfall averages less than 40 inches per year (Florida State Board of
Conservation, 1954), much of it coming in sudden squalls. Several hurri-


