
A pit in Germany has yielded the first fossilized 
evidence of mating behaviour: copulating 
turtles preserved about 47 million years ago. 

Walter Joyce of the University of Tübingen 
in Germany and his colleagues analysed 
the remains of nine pairs of Allaeochelys 
crassesculpta turtles (pictured). On the basis 
of anatomical differences, the researchers 
discerned that each pair comprised one male 
and one female. In two of the pairs, the partners’ 

tails were aligned, consistent with turtle mating 
positions. 

The researchers propose that the couples 
began mating in the habitable surface waters of 
a volcanic lake and met their untimely end as 
they sank into deeper, toxic waters. 
Biol. Lett. http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2012.0361 
(2012)
For a longer story on this research, see go.nature.
com/ld1rbi

PA L A E O N T O L O G Y

Turtle sex recorded in rock

E C O L O G Y

One ring species 
to rule them all
Researchers have found the 
first evidence in plants of a 
‘ring’ species — one that arises 
when a population expands 
its range along two fronts in a 
ring around unsuitable habitat. 
When organisms from the two 
groups meet, they behave as 
separate species.

Ivalú Cacho and David 

C E L L  B I O L O G Y

p53 triggers cell 
death in stroke
The protein p53 is known 
to suppress tumour growth, 
which it does in part by 
initiating apoptosis, or 
programmed cell death. 
However, p53 also triggers 
another form of cell death 
— necrosis — that occurs in 

D E V E L O P M E N TA L  B I O L O G Y

Blood vessel 
directs cells
The first blood vessel formed 
in the embryo — the dorsal 
aorta — coordinates the 
formation of the sympathetic 
nervous system and the 
medulla of the adrenal gland, 
both of which marshal the 
body’s fight-or-flight response. 

The nervous system and the 
adrenal medulla are derived 
from progenitor neural-crest 
cells — some of which migrate 
towards the dorsal aorta during 
early development. Yoshiko 
Takahashi of Kyoto University 
in Japan and her colleagues 
studied developing chick and 
mouse embryos and found 
that the dorsal aorta secretes 
bone morphogenetic proteins. 
These stimulate the production 
of signalling molecules that, 
in turn, attract some of the 
neural-crest cells. Bone 
morphogenetic proteins are 
then involved in the formation 
of the separate lineages that 
give rise to the adrenal gland 
and the sympathetic nervous 
system.
Science 336, 1578–1581 (2012)

Baum at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison 
sequenced two genes from 
40 populations of Caribbean 
slipper spurge (Euphorbia 
tithymaloides). The sequences 
revealed that the plant spread 
from Mexico along two 
trajectories: one population 
(pictured right) headed 
through South America 
and then north to the Lesser 
Antilles, and the other (left) 
spread by hopping east across 
islands such as Jamaica and 
Puerto Rico.

The two populations 
converged on the 

Virgin Islands, 
where they 

coexist as distinct 
subspecies  on 

the island of St Croix. Despite 
being in close proximity to one 
another, there has not been 
significant gene flow between 
the subspecies.
Proc. R. Soc. B http://dx.doi.
org/10.1098/rspb.2012.0498 
(2012)

conditions such as stroke.
Ute Moll at Stony Brook 

University in New York and 
her team studied the effects 
of adding purified p53 to 
mitochondria — the cell’s 
power-generating organelles 
— isolated from mouse cells. 
The authors found that p53 
causes certain pores in the 
mitochondrial membrane to 
open up by interacting with 
a protein, cyclophilin D, that 
regulates the pore. Treating 
cells with an oxidizing chemical 
kicks off this process, which 
ultimately leads to necrosis.

The researchers detected 
the two-protein complex in 
injured brain tissue from mice 
in which a cerebral artery had 
been temporarily blocked as 
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