Out of discord comes the fairest harmony.
— Heraclitus

‘Ea

While this is a book about honu, we would be remiss if we didn’t include
an introduction to the honu’s cousin Hawaiian sea turtle: the hawksbill,
Eretmochelys imbricate. Some Hawaiians call them honu'ea, others use the
name ‘ea. The definitive Hawaiian dictionary by Pukui and Elbert (Uni-
versity of Hawai‘i Press) lists both names without stating a preference.

Although ‘ea has other meanings, every authority we consulted agreed
that itis accepted asa name for the hawksbill, On the other hand, some re-
jected honu'ea, saying that honu and ‘ea are two different species and their
names should not be combined. We’ve chosen to use the shorter name,
but there is an interesting exception that we’ll get to later in this chapter.

Ea are much less common than honu and are classified as an endan-
gered species under the U.S. Endangered Species Act. The chances that
you will see an ‘ea are low — but not zero by any means.

Hawksbills in Hawai‘i don’t migrate long distances to reproduce. They
nest in the main islands, primarily on the Big Island, with some nests
reported on Maui, Moloka'i, and O‘ahu. Monitoring teams protect the
known nests on the Big Island and Maui. They do everything possible to
ensure that more hatchlings get into the water so that the population of
‘ea will grow.

For example, they’ve posted “Turtle Crossing” signs on the highway
into Kihei, Maui, and erected fencing between the road and the shoreline.
That’s because ‘ea nest along that coast and have been known to crawl
beyond the beach and onto the road that runs close by — too close for the
safety of hawksbill mothers.
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The conservation efforts seem to be working, because we’ve docu-
mented eight ‘ea at our dive sites. Like honu, you can identify hawksbills
by their faces, so we keep track of ‘ea in the same way we do honu.

The face and head are actually the most obvious means to tell ‘a from
honu. As the name “hawksbill” suggests, they have a distinctive pointed
beak. Their serrated shells, so beautiful when polished, are actually duller
and less spectacular than honu shells underwater. The scutes of the ‘ea
carapace are imbricated, meaning that they are overlapping. This is often
obvious at the hind end, so if you see what look like prominent “cracks”
in the rear of the shell, right above the tail, you are probably looking at
a hawksbill.

The flippers of the hawksbill provide another way to identify them. ‘Ea
flippers have two claws on each compared to the honu’s single claw. Their
flipper scales are outlined in white more clearly than those of onu. The
flippers are tiny compared to a honu’s, especially in relation to their body
size. In general, honu are larger in all respects.

Then there are those eyes. Honu eyes seem docile, languid, even bo-
vine. They're herbivore eyes. A hawksbill’s eyes, even during resting, re-
main alert—an underwater radar system. ‘Ea eyes seem more like car-
nivore eyes: [-must-hunt-for-my-food eyes.

Despite all these differences, from a distance even an experienced tur-
tle watcher can mistake a really young honu for an ‘ea. A few moments of

'~ observation will usually settle the issue, however, especially if you focus

your attention on the head.

Ea differ from honu in more ways than just appearance. Honu mostly
like to spend their days lying around on the reef, usually in the company
of other honu. Ea feed during the day and are more likely to be seen
alone and on the move. The normal foraging habitat for ‘ea is the shallow
fringing reef in the nearshore waters of all the islands — the resting part
of the honu’s kuleana.

Ea prefer to eat sponges that grow down between and under the corals.
They therefore have to work hard for their food. If you are lucky enough
to spot an ‘eq, there’s a good chance that it will be tearing up the reef to
get at some sponge. Holes with newly broken and exposed coral are a sure
sign that a hawksbill is somewhere about.

Like their honu cousins, ‘ea are tough on the corals —just in a different
way. They also seem to be tough on honu. When we’ve seen them rest-
ing together —it’s rare, but it happens — the hawksbill and honu tolerate
each other without fuss. Once the ‘ea is moving, however, it’s clear who



has the right-of-way. Even the largest honu scoots out of an approaching
hawksbill’s path.

While we're resting on the bottom watching a dozen green turtles,
there’s an air of peace and tranquility. Honu trips to the surface and back
are lessons in graceful slow motion. Your blood pressure can dive twenty
points in the company of resting honu.

When a hawksbill approaches one or more contented resting honu, it’s
much like dropping a squirrel into a tea party. Something will happen,
and you can bet that it will involve intimidated honu and a hawksbill
perpetrator. ‘Ea have sharp, pointed beaks, and they use them without
hesitation.

Since hawksbills are thought to be so scarce, we aren’t sure why we’ve
been blessed with so many. Possibly honu attract ‘ea in a roundabout way.
We have a roundabout theory.

Extracting sponges from corals is difficult work. The hawksbill must
first find a sponge and then dig down, often plucking out coral piece by
piece and flinging it aside.

Imagine tiny underwater backhoes at work. That’s the foraging ‘ea.
The strength in their necks is impressive as they strain to pull up a coral
chunk, working ever deeper, finally gaining access to the prize they know
is there.

Now contrast this to the much easier foraging of honu, whose food
grows on the rocks ouf in the open. It’s much like the difference between
the pecking life of a barnyard chicken and the dig-dig-dig of a badger.

That’s the point. When you dig for your daily living, it’s to your ad-
vantage to forage in areas already “excavated.” A honu kuleana, with its
Turtle Tramples and cleaved corals, provides great places to prospect for
sponges. The honu arrivals and departures of each new day expose more
coral, bringing a hawksbill that much closer to its food.

We therefore speculate that ‘ea benefit from the presence of large
numbers of their bigger and heavier honu cousins. So it’s possible that
if you come upon a well-worn kuleana, a hawksbill will show up sooner
or later.

We used to think that ‘ea are just bad tempered. That’s because when
we’ve seen a hawksbill swimming past a honu, the ‘ea has usually veered
and rousted the honu. If our theory is correct, however, there’s another
explanation: The ‘ea simply wants the honu to move. There could be an
easy meal underneath.
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Ake (Hawaiian for “Archie”) was only the second Hawaiian hawksbill we'd ever seen. This photo
is from our first encounter in 1999. Ake was busy breaking and ripping away at corals, trying to
get at the black sponges that she knew grew there. We were a bit surprised at how blasé she was
around divers, until we learned that Ake makes her home at a popular site known as Kahekili
(Airport Beach) just to the south of Honokdwai. This means that she sees snorkelers and div-
ers regularly. In December 2005 we received a report that a diver had spotted Ake and read her
brand new tags. It turned out that she had been tagged on July 16, 2005, at Pdhue on the island
of Hawai'i, where she nested three times during her first nesting season.

Other strangers

Over the years, we've met two turtles that appeared odd. There was some-
thing not quite “honu” about them. Both demanded closer attention.

Ho‘omalu

The first oddity was a turtle whose carapace and face looked subtly dif-
ferent. Her carapace was a bluish gray, with a speckled pattern we don’t
see on honu. The beak was slightly rounder, and her eyes were somehow
not quite honu eyes.

Then there was the plastron. This was what really made her stand out
from honu. Unlike a honu’s yellowish-orange hue, this turtle’s plastron
was a definite gray.
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We concluded from this detail that Ho'omalu must be either partly or
completely a Pacific black turtle, the name often given to the green turtle
population of the eastern Pacific. (Some experts argue that black turtles
are a separate species.) .

We named the turtle Ho‘'omalu, a Hawaiian word with several mean-
ings, but the sense we intended was “to bring under the care and pro-
tection of.” We were certain that her presence at Honokowai was just
temporary, so we hoped that the name would keep her safe throughout
her transpacific journeys. We reported the turtle to George Balazs, who
took an immediate interest.

George eventually met Ho'omalu while diving with us. Because
she was calm and tolerant, he was able to approach her and achieve a
unique method of DNA sampling: Without any apparent discomfort to
Ho'omalu, he gently plucked a few skin barnacles.

Enough shedding skin clung to the barnacles to allow DNA testing,
and when the results came back our suspicions were confirmed. One of
Ho'omalu’s parents was a honu, but the other was a Pacific black.

There was another surprise in store: We continued to sight Ho‘'omalu
in subsequent summers. It turns out that this turtle calls Honokdwai
home.

In an unusual turn
of events, a honu
picks a fight with

a hawksbill. Usu-
ally honu “respect”
‘ea. Not this time.
The passing honu
noticed the peace-
fully foraging ‘eq,
then deliberately
turned, approached,
and snapped. This
incident is unique in
our experience.
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Wai? (top, swim-
ming) and Ho‘o-
malu (bottom,
resting) are both
examples of
extremely rare
cross-breeding:
Wai? across spe-
cies (honu/‘ea) and
Ho‘omalu across
populations (Mex-
ican/Hawaiian).
To encounter an
example of either
is highly unlikely,
but to find both of
them in the same
small patch of Ha-
waiian ocean tests
believability —yet
there they are.
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Wai?

Another turtle with a different look caught our attention in 2004. From
a distance, we first thought we were seeing an ‘ea. The face had a hawk’s
bill. Seen in silhouette, the turtle looked and moved like a hawksbill. The
front flippers featured boldly outlined patterns like those of an ‘ea. The
rear of the shell was serrated and some scutes were slightly separated,
which are ‘ea attributes.
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When we got closer, however, we noticed many honu characteristics.
Apart from the rear of the carapace, the shell was definitely that of a
green turtle. There were only two prefrontal scales (the ones between the
eyes), just like a honu. A hawksbill has four.

At first, we could see only one claw per flipper, again like a honu, but
a close examination of our photographs revealed that this odd turtle has
vestigial claws on the front flippers just where you'd find a hawksbill’s
second claw. Here we had a creature that didn’t seem able to decide which
species it wanted to be!

Sowe named this turtle “Wai?” — complete with question mark — which
is the Hawaiian expression for “Who?” Just who was this?

We sent over a dozen pictures of Wai? to George Balazs, who agreed
that this odd fellow could be a cross between a honu and a hawksbill —a
“honubill,” he dubbed it. George eventually got to see Wai? for himself.

Here you can see
Wai?’s fully grown
claw at the posi-
tion where a honu’s
single claw is found
and a partially
emerged claw in the
foreground exactly
where an ‘ea would
have a second claw.
This vestigial claw is
strong supporting
evidence that Wai?
is a crossbreed.
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He attempted the same DNA sampling method that he pioneered with
Ho'omalu. Unfortunately, this time the turtle’s barnacle samples didn’t
have enough skin adhering to them for the lab to conduct tests.

Wai? still calls the reefs of West Maui home. George might yet get
enough DNA to confirm that we really have discovered a honubill —a
turtle with a legitimate claim to the Hawaiian name honu'‘ea, but like
George, we're already convinced that Wai? is a true hybrid.

Ho'omalu and Wai? represent yet another facet of Hawaiian turtles.
Meeting them reminded us why the honu are so fascinating. Each dive
offers another opportunity to make new discoveries, and the Hawaiian
ocean serves up plenty of surprises.
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Clothahump, the first sea turtle
we ever met, known at our dive
site from 1988 to 1993. Sketch in
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