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Text and Photographs by COL LIMPUS

The twrile in lobor. Mucus streams
from the eyes past the powerful beak,
capable of crushing hone

Each year the female turtle leaves her natural
environment to make a difficult and exhausting
journey. All along Australia's northern beaches
thousands of *Iurl?as move from the sea and up
the beach to deposit their eggs, a lonely
struggle which is often r.nmf:lafe-!r wasted as
the hatched youngsters fall victim to their
numerous eager predators.

Every summer thousands of turtles slowly drag
themselves up the beaches of the north Australian
coast and adjocent islands.  They are green turtles,
perhops measuring some four feet acress, and of
the species Chelonia mydas. And they are ol

The siruggle is mearly over—ihe females. For the purpose of this unaccompanied
turile J;r{:ﬂrhm::;n her eggs before journey is to lay eggs along the high fide mark;

but the male, slightly smaller and distinguished by
a longer tail, never leaves his aquatic environment,

On the sandy beach the turtle is a3 cumbersome
as she is graceful in the water. She weighs up to
3 ewt. and this weight connot be supported by her
flippers—she has to drag herself over the sand. This
laborious jeurney to the desired nesting spot calls
for a tremendous effort and dlso for several stops
along the way. It is only on reaching the level of
grass and associated vegetation behind the beach,
that the business of nest building begins.

KEITH GILLETT

Heron Fdand. Two elearly defined
sets af tracks are the only signs of
the green turile’s nocturnal  visit
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HUMNDREDS OF EGGS

The first step is to excovate a small crater.  This
is dene by energetically flinging the sond away with
the front flippers. It appears as if the turtle is bogged
in the sand and is helplessly trying to get out.  After
much hord work ond frequent periods of rest a
depression about four fest long, two feet wide and
twelve to eighteen inches deep is dug. MNow the
hind flippers come into action for the second step.
A shaoft .about nine inches in diometer and to the
depth of the hind flipper is dug stroight under the
tail. To dig this shaft the extended fip of the flipper
digs into the sand, the end curls like fingers and the
flipper holding the sond is withdrawn. The flippers
are used alternately until no more sond can be
reached.

Placing the hind flippers on either side of the
shaft, the turtle then settles down on to them and the
egg-laying begins. At first the eggs come slowly—
one or two o minute—but soon the rate increases to
about o dozen o minute, Prier to octually laying o
group of eggs, the turtle moves her body slightly
downwards: with each movement the well lubricated
eggs drop inte the shaft. The eggs lvery similar in

#

The greer furtle (n s eatieral hobinm
—awimming in Ihe crvelal clear waler
af a coral reef
shape and size to ping-pong bolls) hove o white
leathery shell which allows them to bounce. The
wsual number of eggs laid is 150 although the larger
turtles loy os many os 200.

If vou should ever witness this remarkable event,
you must take care te keep noise ond lights to o
minimum as ony disturbance before the eggs cre
loid can couse her to heod bock to the sea without
laying, so that her struggle up the beach has to be
repeated all over again ot a loter date.  But once
the eggs are being laid she can be examined closely.
By digging carefully, the shaft into which the eggs
are laid can be exposed and the eggs con be seen
as they drop inte the sand. But alwoys remember
to keep clear of the turtle’s beak as it is quite capoble

. of bifing through bonel

When the eggs are loid the depression has to
be filled in. Firstly the furtle pushes sond over the
eggs with her hind flippers, all the while slowly
rocking her body until the sand is tightly pocked
down. Then she vigorously throws sand backwards
with her front flippers. The lost port of the operation
is accompanied by slow forword movements and in
the end the turtle may be four or meore feet from the

eggs.
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This remarkabe phorogra, shaws
The gt in the process aof heing fald
into the shafr s palnsakingly dug
by the turile

Al vo nought. A silver gull ponnces
eeperly on the emerping 1nfad Tirtles
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THE MEW GEMERATION

The turtle is considerably lighter on her return
to the ocean and this trip is accomplished much more

quickly. As evidence of her vicit she leaves behind
two very distinct sets of tracks, In the shallows she
pouses for a deep breath, puts her head down and,
once again a picture of grace, glides to deep water
propelling herself by sirong sirokes of her flippers.
Mo longer the helpless, defenceless creature she
was on land, she will remain in the ocean until the
next fime she is ready to lay.

The young turtles hatch after nine to ten weeks
and begin life by digging out of the sandy nest. Mot
all of the original 150 eggs hatch, and not all the
young turtles that do hotch reach the surface. The
weaker suffocate in the sand. But even of those that
reach the surface many perish. They still have
numerous enemies.  As the four-inch youngsters with
disproportionately long flippers race over the sand
towards the sea, some fall prey fo sea birds by day,
ond others fo the silent ghost crabs by night. But
some do reach the sea, and again confinue the battle
for survival. Should they venture, from the protection
of rocks and coral while seeking small fish to eat,
they themselves moy be eoten by sharks, cod and
other large fish. Only two or three out of each nest
ever reach maturity.

Her task completed, the rurile heads
KEITH GILLETT for ber aguatic fome




