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This year the DTPC completed three major fence projects at the Desert Tortoise Natural Area (DTNA), 
totaling approximately 3.3 miles of new protective fencing.  The entire perimeter of the DTNA was 
originally fenced in the 1970s.  This fence was constructed to prevent Off Highway Vehicles (OHV) and 
domestic sheep from entering and damaging the DTNA, but was designed to allow tortoises to move 
freely in and out of the preserve.  This year’s fencing efforts were done in part to correct problems with 
portions of the existing fence line.  Funding for the fence projects was derived from mitigation fees col-
lected from Incidental Take Permits.
     The first of the fence projects was along a mile long stretch on the southwestern border of the DTNA 
(in Section 6 of Township 31 South, Range 38 East), and was done to rectify a mistake made when the 
fence was originally placed in 1974.  Back then, the fence was inadvertently placed not along the Sec-
tion line, but 25 feet to the east.  This was not a problem until last year when the Hyundai Corporation 
acquired and fenced off (as part of its mitigation requirements) the section of land immediately west of 
Section 6.  This created an approximately 25-foot corridor between the DTNA and the Hyundai land.  The 
corridor represented a real management challenge because of the potential for increased vehicular traffic 
and trespass into the DTNA, a risk of third-parties claiming public or private easements to the corridor 
by prescription, and increased impacts to the DTNA due to weed proliferation and other nuisances.  

     The DTPC, in cooperation with the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), conducted a certified survey 
of the western section line of Section 6, and completed the fence in September 2007.  The new fencing 
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replicates the original graduated 
woven wire fencing that exists 
around the rest of the DTNA, 
but includes many improvements 
to make the fence more durable.  
Future work along Section 6 will 
include the removal of trash and 
weeds, photo-monitoring to docu-
ment the effect of the new fence 
line, restoration of habitat along 
the new corridor, and continuous 
monitoring of the newly installed 
fence for vandalism and theft.
     The second fence project took 
place on the eastern border of 
the DTNA.  One mile of fencing 
was constructed along the eastern 
border of Section 13 (Township 
31 South, Range 38 East).  Since 
the creation of the DTRNA, the 
eastern boundary fence of the pre-
serve at Section 13 was indented to 
accommodate private landowners.  
In essence, there existed a “key-
hole” of privately-owned land jut-
ting a square mile into the middle 
of the DTNA. With the acquisition 
of key boundary parcels in Section 
18 (Township 31 South, Range 39 
East) in 2006 and 2007, the DTPC 
finally achieved the opportunity to 
close the Section 13 “keyhole” by 
installing protective fencing along 
the eastern boundary of Section 
13.  The newly-installed fencing 

was completed in August 2007 by 
Fence Corp.  
     The third major fence project 
this year occurred within the east-
ern expansion area of the DTNA in 
an area known as Camp “C”.   As a 
result of a federal legal settlement 
related to development by Hyun-
dai Corporation of a test track in 
an area south of California City, 
the Center for Biological Diversity 
acquired and then donated to the 
DTPC in May 2005 the nearly 32 
acres of land at Camp “C”, about 
one mile east of the DTNA.  His-
torically, the so-called Camp “C” 
served as a California City-owned 
public recreation area that was 
frequently used by Off-Highway 
Vehicle users.  Over the years, the 
habitat in and around the camp-
ground experienced a significant 
degree of degradation.  Today, the 
land is almost completely devoid 
of vegetation and is highly com-
pacted.
     In April 2005, the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture’s Natural 
Resources Conservation Service 

awarded the DTPC a Wildlife 
Habitat Incentives Program 
(WHIP) grant.  The grant pro-
vided the DTPC with a total of 
$45,540.00 in funding, of which 
$23,040.00 was to be allocated to 
fence construction of Camp “C” 
and $22,500.00 to habitat restora-
tion over a six year period.  The 
Defenders of Wildlife awarded the 
DTPC a $6,000.00 matching grant 
in September 2005.  The differ-
ence between grant funding and 
actual costs was to be funded by 
mitigation fees collected from In-
cidental Take Permittees.  In addi-
tion to the habitat restoration work 
required under the WHIP grant, fu-
ture work to be considered at this 
project site may include: photo-
monitoring to document the effect 
of the new fence line, continuous 
monitoring of the newly installed 
fence for vandalism and theft, and 
pro-active communication of the 
project to the City of California 
City and its residents.

Three Major Fencing Projects at the DTNA, Continued from  pg 1



Tortoise Tracks  Page 2 Tortoise Tracks  Page 3

News: Press 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
11/13/2007
CONTACT: Melissa Nicholson, Preserve Manager/Office 
Administrator
tel. (951) 683-3872                             
E-mail: dtpc@pacbell.net 
web site: tortoise-tracks.org 

Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee Appoints Melissa 
Nicholson as the Preserve Manager/Office Administrator 

Riverside, Calif., November 9, 2007 – The Desert Tortoise 
Preserve Committee (DTPC) today announced that Melissa 
Nicholson was appointed as its Preserve Manger/Office Ad-
ministrator effective November 5, 2007.   Ms. Nicholson brings 
5 years experience in wildlife monitoring and environmental 
management of threatened and endangered reptiles, amphib-
ians, birds and mammals. 

“We are very pleased to have a new employee, Melissa 
Nicholson,” said Dr. Kristin Berry, of the DTPC and Board 
of Trustees.  Melissa is our new Office Administrator and Pre-
serve Manager. Melissa graduated with a BS in Zoology and 
Environmental Biology from Michigan State University and 
earned a MS degree in Biology from the University of Texas 
at Tyler in 2007.  She has experience working with many dif-
ferent animal species from spiders to the three-toed box turtle, 
loggerhead sea turtles, green sea turtles, and gopher tortoises. 
She has taught age groups from children through adults.  She 
was a teaching assistant at the university level for a variety 
of courses including anatomy and physiology, ecology, and 
ornithology. She taught at Camp Tyler, an outdoor science 
camp geared to educating 5th grade students in earth science, 
environmental awareness, and an appreciation for nature.   She 
has given presentations and lectures to groups ranging from the 
Boy Scouts of America to Women in Science.  She is a co-au-
thor on two publications with a third that is pending.  Melissa 
will be participating in many aspects of the daily operations 
of the Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee and is very excited 
to be part of our conservation efforts.  You can reach Melissa 
at (951) 683-3872 or dtpc@pacbell.net.

“Melissa combines excellent wildlife biology and communi-
cation skills with hands on field experience, and has a strong 
desire to focus on conservation of the desert tortoises and the 
habitat in which it lives.  She will assist the committee in our on 
going recovery efforts and continued success in managing land 
acquisitions and restoring habitat in the Mojave and Sonoran 
desert,” said Stephanie Pappas, of DTPC and 1st Vice President.

About DTPC

DTPC is a leader in protecting the threatened desert tortoise 
and its ecosystem by preserving habitat in California’s Mojave 
and Sonoran deserts, and by fostering research and education.  
The DTPC was established in 1974 to conserve and manage 

populations and habitat for the desert tortoise, now a federally-
and state-listed threatened species.  The DTPC is a non-profit 
corporation managed by a Board of Trustees.  The organiza-
tion has many functions, all of which are focused on recovery 
efforts for the tortoise, the ecosystems it occupies, and other 
plants and animals in Mojave and Colorado desert ecosystems.  
The Mohave ground squirrel and more recently, the burrowing 
owl, are also animals of concern.

The Committee worked with the BLM to establish the Desert 
Tortoise Research Natural Area (DTRNA) in Kern County, 
California in 1974.  In 1980 the designated boundary of this 
preserve was 39.5 square miles of prime habitat that histori-
cally supported one of the highest tortoise population densities. 
In 2002, the DTPC launched a major initiative to expand the 
DTNA to include prime tortoise habitat to the west, southeast 
and east, adding an additional 4,500 acres of habitat home to 
the desert tortoise and other imperiled wildlife such as the 
Mohave ground squirrel.  In April of 2007, the DTPC achieved 
a long-term objective of fencing a “keyhole” along the eastern 
boundary of the DTRNA. The fence which is one linear mile, 
was completed in August 2007, demonstrating the Committee’s 
continued efforts to restore habitat for the desert tortoise. 

Melissa Nicholson 
DTPC Preserve Manager 
and Office Administrator
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Desert iguanas are 
among the DTNA's largest 
lizards.  These herbivorous 
lizards are more tolerant of 
heat than most lizards and can 
be seen out during the hotter 
part of the day when other 
lizards have sought shelter.

Natural History 
Lizards at the DTNA

By Mark Massar

Of all the other vertebrate 
species that share the desert 
environment with the desert 
tortoise, the most conspicuous 
and numerous are the lizards.  

The Desert Tortoise Natural 
Area (DTNA) supports one of 
the most diverse lizard popula-
tions in North America, with 
11 species of lizards occuring 
within the 39 square mile pre-
serve.
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Lizards are especially well adapted 
to living in the desert.  Because of 
their low metabolic requirements, 
lizards can subsist on low levels of 
food.  This is a major advantage 
for surviving in the desert, with 
its sparse and unpredictable food 
supplies.  One day’s food sup-
ply for a bird can last a lizard of 
similar body mass for more than a 
month.  Being ectothermic, lizards 
do not have to use their valuable 
energy reserves for heating their 
bodies—they rely instead on the 
desert’s free and abundant heat.
     Late Spring is the best time to 
see lizards at the DTNA.  Drive 
slowly in the late morning along 
the dirt road which surrounds the 
DTNA and you will see numerous 

lizards of all sorts darting across 
the road.  Fastest of all the lizards 
is the zebra-tailed lizard, whose 
speed has been clocked up to 18 
mph.  Zebra-tailed lizards hold 
their black and white ringed tails 
upward as they run, and wiggle 
it around, probably to divert the 
attention of predators to its tail, 
which, once detached, will read-
ily regrow.
     Another lizard commonly seen 
along the DTNAs dirt perimeter 
road is the desert horned lizard.  
This small armed lizard, about the 

List of the lizards 
found at the DTNA 

1. Banded gecko (Coleonyx 
variegatus variegates) 

2. Chuckwalla (Sauromalus 
obesus) 

3. Collared lizard (Crotaphy-
tus insularis bicinctores) 

4. Desert horned lizard 
(Phrynosoma platyrhinos 

calidiarum)
5. Desert iguana (Dipsosau-

rus dorsalis)
6. Desert spiny lizard (Sce-

loporus magister unifor-
mis) 

7. Long-nosed leopard lizard 
(Gambelia wislizenii wis-

lizenii) 
8. Side-blotched lizard (Uta 

stansburiana)
9. Zebra-tailed lizard (Cal-

lisaurus draconoides) 
10. Western whiptail lizard 

(Cnemidophorus tigris 
tigris)

size of the palm of your hand, eats 
almost exclusively ants.  Their flat-
tened body shape does not allow 
desert horned lizards to run fast.  
Instead, they rely on camouflage  
and their horns to escape preda-
tors.  Horned lizards will remain 
stationary until they are almost 
stepped on, and then will run off 
a short distance and freeze, relying 
on their camouflage for protection.  
The color patterns and markings 
of horned lizards at the DTNA are 
especially beautiful.

Horned 
Lizards 

Zebra-tailed 
Lizards 
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Betty Forgey, founding member of the Board of 
Trustees and the first president of the Desert Tor-
toise Preserve Committee, passed away on Octo-
ber 27, 2007 at the age of 87. Betty skillfully led 
the DTPC during its formative years and was also 
involved in all aspects of the Committee efforts. 
Her first fund-raising endeavor was to craft small 
resin tortoises in her bathtub. The little tortoises 
were given in exchange for a $1.00 donation to the 
fencing fund. Betty regularly attended California 
Turtle and Tortoise Club events to raise funds and 
to increase awareness of DTPC protection efforts. 
She served as a tour guide for groups visiting the 
Natural Area and shared her love and knowledge 
of desert natural history. She was an expert on 
identification of spring wildflowers and highly 
valued as a tour guide by university classes and 
professors. Betty and her husband Warren Forgey 
volunteered at spring and fall work parties at the 
Natural Area beginning with the first work party and 
continuing for many years. Betty and Warren did 
not miss an annual banquet for the first 30 years. 
Even after she was no longer able to be involved 
in the regular activities and work of the Commit-
tee, she supported its effort and stayed informed 
about the issues.

Professionally Betty was a Certified Registered 
Nurse Anesthetist and worked at several hospi-
tals, including Hollywood Presbyterian, Boron and 
Barstow hospitals, during her nursing career. As a 
community and environmental activist, she was in-
volved in other organizations and community activi-
ties in addition to the DTPC. Betty was a long-time 
member of the California Garden Club, active at the 
local, regional and state levels, including chairing 
the state convention that was held in Lancaster.  
She also volunteered in a number of capacities at 
the Twenty Mule Team Museum in Boron. 

The California Nature Conservancy honored Betty 
for her commitment to desert habitat preserva-
tion by presenting her with the Outstanding Service 
Award for Conservation in 1985. In 1987 she re-
ceived the John Reid Memorial Conservation Award 
from the California State University, Bakersfield, 
Facility for Animal Care and Treatment.

Her lifetime dedication to desert habitat conserva-
tion, her vision and skills as a leader and volunteer, 
and her friendship were important to many of us. 
She will be missed by those of us who were fortu-
nate to work with her over the past 34 years. 

In Memory of 
Betty Forgey

In Memory of 
Walter Allen

Walter B. Allen, an icon of the turtle world passed 
away on August 2, 2007 at the age of 81. Walter 
loved turtles, served as a mentor, and was a dear 
friend to many individuals working for the conserva-
tion, education and preservation for turtles of the 
world.  He was an individual that will live in our 
memories for decades to come.  

Walter built an empire called Casa de Tortuga in 
1978, which was home to a 1,000 plus turtles from 
around the world.  He spent forty years of his life 
helping turtles, and  opened  his doors to the public 
to provide education on the plight of many chelo-
nian species. For twenty five years Walter cared 
for the turtles, and gave tours  six days a week to 
schools, youth groups, churches, clubs, and fami-
lies.  Casa de Tortuga was known world wide  and 
brought joy, happiness and smiles to those that 
would visit.  

Walter was a rare, unique, and eccentric individual 
that generously donated his time and money to 
organizations working to protect turtles and the 
habitat in which they live. Walter was a life time 
member, one of the original members, of California 
Turtle and Tortoise Club (CTTC), founded in 1964.  
He gave of his time endlessly to this organization.  
One of his favorite things to do was attend meet-
ings for members, and bring unique turtle items to 
sale at meetings and shows. He constantly raised 
money for the club to help with turtle rescue and 
education.  Walter served as editor of the Tortuga 
Gazette from November of 1978 to May of 1991, 
the longest serving editor in the history of CTTC. He 
contributed many articles on turtle husbandry and 
was highly respected among turtle colleagues. In 
addition to the twelve years he served as editor, he 
also took care of the distribution of this publication.  
He would fold and bundle up 2,800 gazettes monthly 
to be sent out to members.  This was not the only 
organization that Walter was involved with. 

Walter became a member of the Desert Tortoise 
Preserve Committee (DTPC) in the 70's and  donated 
funds annually to help protect the desert tortoise 
in its natural habitat.  He attended the DTPC an-
nual banquets for many years of his life.  He also 
attended the Desert Tortoise Council meetings for  
years where he was never shy about expressing his 
viewpoints and offering insight into the distressing 
topic of the decline in turtle populations throughout 
the world.  He was known for his humor, making 
people laugh, and witty personality which will be 
greatly missed by many of us.  

     Walter traveled the world  to study turtles  
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The DTPC is an IRS recognized tax-exempt 501 (c)(3) 
nonprofit corporation.  All contributions above the basic 
$15 annual membership dues are tax-deductible to the 
full extent allowed by law.

All contributors receive the quarterly newsletter Tortoise 
Tracks.

Membership and donor information are kept confidential 
and will not be disclosed to third parties.

I WANT TO VOLUNTEER

My area of interest/expertise is:
     __________________________________

My E-mail address is:
     __________________________________

DESERT TORTOISE PRESERVE COMMITTEE

MEMBERSHIP/DONOR FORM
 

NAME         ____________________________________________________________            DATE  _________            
ADDRESS   ____________________________________________________________            RENEWAL     
CITY            ____________________________________________________________            NEW                  
STATE         ______________    ZIP ______________
                                                            
  Individual membership $  15  annually [  ]
  Family membership  $  20  annually [  ]
  Sponsor membership  $  30  annually [  ]
  Benefactor membership $  75  annually [  ]
  Patron membership                   $100  annually  [  ]
  Life    $500   [  ]

  Membership Dues  $ ____________
  Additional Donation  $ ____________  
  Total Enclosed  $ ____________

  DONATION ONLY
  Enclosed is my donation of  $ ____________  

  Please make checks payable to DTPC and  mail to:  
DTPC
4067 Mission Inn Avenue
Riverside, CA 92501

In Memory of 
Paquita Machri

Paquita Machris, Los Angeles philanthropist and 
supporter of the DTPC since December of 2005, 
passed away October at the age of 95. Betty Forgey, 
founding President of the DTPC, was at a California 
Turtle and Tortoise Club show when Mrs. Machris 
made her first donation. She wrote a check for 
$1000 to the Committee. Betty was overwhelmed 
and excited, because at that time, Betty was fund-
raising to fence the Desert Tortoise Natural Area. 
This very special donation came at a critical time 
when the DTPC was beginning its second year as 
an organization. Mrs. Machris continued to donate 
to the Committee regularly over the years. Mrs. 
Machris was well known for her contributions and 
support of the Los Angeles Natural History Museum, 
for being instrumental in relocating and preserving 
a herd of Arabian oryx, and for supporting numer-
ous charities including Wildlife Preservation Trust 
International, the Zoological Society of San Diego, 
and the Los Angeles Philharmonic Association. 
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       and had many stories to tell about his jour-
neys to Costa Rica, the Galapagos, South Africa, Ke-
nya, Seychelles, Aldabra, Australia, France, Georgia, 
Venezuela and more. In particular, he was dedicated 
to  saving the Galapagos and Aldabra tortoises. He 
made many contributions to Charles Darwin Founda-
tion, and many wildlife conservation groups abroad.  
He loved these turtle journeys and he was remark-
able at establishing bonds with a variety of people 
throughout the world.  

Another fascinating thing about Walter was not only 
his passion for turtles, but also his fetish for col-
lecting turtle items. He had most likely the largest 
collection of turtle T-shirts from around the world.  
"During his travels he would get one to wear and one 
to keep in mint condition and several for his friends," 
said Dr. Peter Pritchard. He not only collected turtle 
T-shirts, but turtle objects in all shapes and sizes.  
Casa de Tortuga was a haven to unique turtle items 
from all around the world.  The walls, doors, and 
yard were filled with wonderful statues, paintings 
and sculptures of turtles and tortoises.  Many of 
these items were donated to both CTTC and the 
DTPC from his estate. 

Walter's generosity, warm smile, and devotion to       
    turtles around the world will live on in our 
 memories for many years to come!   
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DTPC FALL WORK PARTY
By Mark Bratton

On 13th October 2007 the Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee held its annual fall work party. This year’s 
party revolved around Camp C a highly disturbed area (mostly denuded of vegetation) ,an old OHV 
and camping area, and is approximately ( 32 acres in size).  This year at the work party we installed 
signs along the fence that was recentlybuilt in two sections of Camp C.  We also took stream bed mea-
surements, picked up trash and collected plant material for vertical mulching throughout the Camp C 
area. Vertical mulching is a technique used to restore damaged habitats. In addition, the Desert Tortoise 
Natural Area's parking lot was raked and the outhouse was cleaned. This year the following people 
were involved in the Fall work party: Zack Miller, Jay Martin, Bob Parker and Shelley Ellis from the 
BLM, Chuck Hemingway, Gerald Todd and his son Garret, Brent Daily and his son Tristan, and Board 
members Laura Stockton and Mark Bratton. The DTPC would like to thank everyone who participated 
in this year’s work party. 


