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THE EGGS (TURTLE) AND 1

by James A. Pelers

“if Hea-Turiles there are feveral
forts, but we alwaye acconnt tha
Tuartla to be the Beft 'H'nah They have
fovernl Islands and fandy 1:'_);, wherp
they go to Iny their Hpgs: ich they
do in different places nt differen
.« In the Bay of Molinea on
vonft of Mexico, we took them
laying their Eggs. The 2Znd (Now
ber, 1704) we aneghored in the Bu
Mariaba, under the mountains of
tines., Here we watered our Ship,
found in & fmall Biver & great m
large green Tuortles, the beft I ov
talted.”

Thus wrots Willlam Fummell in 1704, as
part of his fascinating account of ome of
the voyages for legalized piracy made on
the Bpenish Main during the late seven-
teenth mnd enrly sightecnth centurics, when
he wms mete o in Dpmpier on a
British privatesr from 1708 to 1708, His
abbreviated diseusaion of the egg | af
this partienlar kind of tortls, known scien-
a3 Chelonias mydas agassizi, is
gtill the only detalled imformation awaill-
able, g far a8 the Pacific Coast of the
Americaz iz concerned. Profaspor Archis
Carr of the University of Floridn found it
nesessery to quote no author writing whowt
turtles found in the Torres Strait s order
to glve Information abont this anlmal In his
tartle bosk published in 19621

The bay called Martsba by Furnmell fs
row koown B Marvats, and iz located om
the Pacific copst of Michoacan, o state in
pouthwestern Mexies. Although well nown
te pleates amd privatesrs, 1&.; found the
ateq; beaches and rocky zhores much to
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their liking as hiding 8, the nrea is
ME:Lten by the world of today. It etill
loales munch s it did to the asrlest British
and Fpanish seamen, with the ruggedness
of the mountains on one side and the
ronghness of the sen pn the other prevent-
ing the invazlon of elvilizing influences, In
the smommer of 1950 the University of Texas
staried & complete survey of this remote
aren, studying it in a sclentific methed. The
party sent out included anthropologlsta,
peolopiats, peographers, biclogists, and eth-
Hilo . I was plong ns ons af the biclo-
wints, with a speeial interest in the reptiles
and & nz, The repion wae chossn be-
cause of fts lsolation and comparative
primitivenezs, Macadam highwaye and rail-
road nobworks had bypaszed it, and the air-
plans, that covered wagon of the twentieth
eenliury, }uld nnlr b;nndtothimndﬂ it, A fow
m:mng ineers foun gir way there,
and the oan Commission had sent thelr
hoof and mouth diseasze speciallsts in thers
g8 Into the rest of M 0. Blole 1 ax-
ploration had been condined to a half dozen
man since Fonmell vigited these shores. M
fallow biologists (two orndtholoplsta) and
entered the arves with high spieits, boplag
to see much of biclogical Interest, and we
ware not disgppointed,

We foond morsa than our share of the
apﬂ:!u we had expected to live thers, quite
a ewnfﬂﬁulumhndhowdtnﬂnd,and
aeveral that we had not anticipated st all.
We saw rare and little-known species sneh
as Diaglena retlenlata, & weird, bony headed
frop with a row of sharp spines aroond it
lip, 80 uneommon that 1t does not even
possess A local name, It I8 & mob top dis-
tant relative of the tree frogs and spring



22 THE BIOLOGIST

pespers we know I Morth Americe, and s
found snly on the Pacifiz const of Meccbeo.
But one of the most faseinating nnd what
might have been the most embormssing
{for mel} experiences was with the glant
sap tortleg that stil] pboundad on the Mexi-
can Pacifie, practieally undisturbed since
Dampier r:pﬁmlﬂhﬁd & provisions with
their flesh.

In Angust, after zpending eight dave In
the higher portiom of the epastal Blerra, In
the little city of Coaleoman, we hired a
strfng of mules and rode off to the ses-
ghore. Althoogh it is only forty miles aas
the erow flies from Conleoman to the soasg,
pur piles lacked the wings of a hird {or
anything else at all soft or fen 1y Tt
toolk us almost thres days to resch salt
water, Omes there, wo spent n delighiful,
eoal might at the light honse on the Palnt
of San Telmo, first watehing the coastal
stenmars poaz in revoe. Then we spent the
night slesping on our stomachs, as befles
thase whe hove besn three days on & mmle.
Early the next morning -we started off
along the coast, which runs a litile emst of
pontheast in that part of Mexice. The snndy
hensh is mguLp.ﬂ}r interrupted in this area
hy lang, fingerlike projectlons from the
inlnnd moontaiss. These fingers ron down
at right angles to the beach and coaszt and
often extend well into the ocean past the
beaches, forming the "Points,” Riding down
the beach fz made rough by these limestone
ridges, for they cannot be bypaszed on the
waier zide, Ome mmzt climb stesp, rock-
atrewn paths that rise as much as four or
five hundred feet ahove sen lovel and then
drop precipitoosly down the other side to
the sandy bepch. A shart half-mile's ride
brings one up agalnst another ﬂri:lgzr.
There are no pro bayz or soves along
thiz coast; on the contrary, the sea beats
remorselassly and eternally on the high
seady heaches. The aftosn commission for
heaf and mauth disease foond this ont when
It teied to land suppliss on Funnell’s bench
at Marnata, Apparently thelr seamanship
was not on a par with that of Dampler
and Funnell, for only a few pleces of blue-
painted board remained of the wreckage of
their LET when we arrived at Maroata, the
real having long sinee gone a8 salvage
Into the homes of tha conskal Indinns, Wa
pitched pnr camp on this plratieal shore,
and spent fwe mights there.

The situntion of isolated besches, pro-
teeted on two sides by the mountain string-
er3, oft the third by & henvy surf, and on
the fourth by spa inhabited lowlnnds
followad by a ropged mountain mass, is
ohviously conzidered a gift from Heaven
by the o turtles. They flock ashore by
the bundreds to lay their egps in the sard
of this natoral sursery. The gvidencea of

Lurtle activity were everywhere on thi=s hot
Angust day, A hraad],ﬂahiluw gronve in
the sand, paralleled a row af marks
like thoss left by the treads of a tank,
rialked the place where a female had
heaved herself from the sen. Her hea

shell had drag h the sand, wit
er flippers working and fast o gain
a push=hold in the beach. In w half mile
streteh betwesn twn stringers I counted
472 such tracks, which wonld Indleate that
almo=t 250 iedividoal furdles had elimbed
that section of beach with egplaying their
and and alm. Many turtles return to the
gaeenn win the track they mede on the way
up, s I'm sure my estimate is not high.

With the arrival of twillght at Maruata,
the turtles began to sppear off shore, L
a8 ther had 250 years befors, when Fug-
nell stood and waited for the best-tast
turtlee he had ewver epten, They cran
their nacka to look at the bapeh, and senlied
ebout im the heavy surf, The first tortle
wis spokted at G850 PM., nnd befors long
had besn joined by thres or four maore. All
atayed out beyond the first row of break-
erz. Finally, ufter the night had besome
pitel: black, the first of them approached
the shore. Bhe was finally beached at ten
pm,, After a tremendous buffeting about
by the heavy surf, Severn] times what ap-
Enrﬂd tp be a suecessfal foothold was

roken by a large wave, and the turtle was
washed back Into the sea.

After moging up and dewn £ha besch.
watching landing tactics, T located o Inrge
Temale in the low thorny sorab that grows
bohind the ecrest of the beach. We wers
abont thirty yards from shoreline. She
was throwing large quantities of sand
ahout, with both fore and nft flippers, By
16:15 sho hed dug & hole mueh lnrger than
har upper shell, snd deep enocugh that she
waa bolb wisible above its sandy edge, The
hole was about six feet in dlameter. After
complating the hole, she hepen a series of
explovatory  movements  with her  enil

ssing it deeply into the sand. The hind
eot meoved rhythmleally, with one or the
ather mbwnys cover e tpil. Every few
winates she crawled forward a fow inches,
and re-boried her tall jamming it
straight down into the asnd. 10:22 ghe
had erawled so fnr forward her head was
at the front adge of the hola, and ab 10:28
she hegan to dig.

All the digging was done with the hind
flppers, in n mechanical and chythmiz way.
Each foob remches into the hole, seoops up
a bit of sand by curling the toe iownrd,
tnd is ralsed and braced st the Up of the
hale. The zand on the foot is dropped, the
foot s placed behind §t, and the other foot
so00ps. As soon ag the other oot is beaead,
the rirat foot is kicked forward with a vio-
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lemt motion, and the little plle of samnd
showara over the shell, Thiz ecyele takes
from five to edght seconds, and is usnaliy
repented six to gight times, Then she stops
ta ek .Hiar 10:33 the hole was %9 deep that
her toenalls jost seraped the hobtom of it
when her lep was fally extended. Seven
minates later she atopped digging, after
enlarging the bottom of the hele by oxen-
vating the pides. This created a chamber
with » narrower tabe lewiing inte it. She
dengled her tnil in the tube, aod immedinte-
ly the first epg was dropped, at 1048
Now the ppps popped out ke ping-pong
balle from & factory mochine, one every
nine or tem secends, They dropped into the
hole gnd rollad ahoot ontil every nnok and
cranny wis filled. The last coupla af LR,
which arrived at 11:03 P, M. wers wery
small, and the final ope had o spiral twist
i itm shell. The hind flippers immediataly
womnt inkta petion, neatly flling the neck of
the chambpr nnad smoothing It down, The
jub was pompletdd in six minotes, and at
11:10 the fors fest began throwing =and
over her ahell and the larger hole she had
dug to lis in.

This wns the heginning of the hardest
jobh of the evening, that of camouflaping
the spot. While there are faw tore,
with the exeeption of man, fe of de-
stroving an pdult sen tortle, there i8 8 mol-
titude of primals that knows how tasty a
turtle epg can be. By far the preatest de-
girpetlon of mrtle e takes place before
the eggas hatch. 80 Mrz, Chelonia now be-
gan to cast mountaing of eand back with
all four faet, Soon the original hole, which
had contained the entive tartle, wos filled
to the brim with sand. The turtle herself
wns still in ao equally deep and bole,
howaver, erented by scooping out the sand
she had thrown back. Bke contimmed these
parthworm taeties for almost fiftesn fest,
keaplng the hels about two and & half fest
deep all the way, until 00:37 A, that is
an hour and twenty-seven minntes, The
oriFinnl meat site was eoversd with sand
and littered with sticks and other debris,
and was complotely lost to sight. She then
drngged hersel back to the sea, nrriv
at the watpr line ab 01.10. T imapined
heard a buge szlgh of relief a=z she sawam
atralpht way out to sem,

My fellow witness to the egg Inying snd
I hnd long sinee lost count of the total
number of egra. I necdad measuresments on
the dimensions of the neat as well as the
size of the eloteh, ge we mow declded to dip
it ap and check it. Although we had no tools
for dipging, we were sufficiently confident
that we conld find the nest with little tron-
hie, =0 we went back sod hepan to dig with
our hends. We hnd both trisngulated the
hole, referving to nearby shruba, =o we

expected to torn up the in a jiffy.
Hualf wn howur later we had excavated &
hole large enough to stand in, with a wall
of gand nround us that constantly alipped
back into the hole. We saw no zign of the
epE= Obwlouely, the old lady of the sen
had dene s little more clever job of hidin
the nest then we had soppossd. We

& halt, straightened our backs with a ereak,
and dealded to return to the camp for dip-
ging tonlz, The only useful things in sight
were our tin plabes, 'We resigned purselves
tp the effort of moving sand with such a
shavel, and returned to the neet. AL firat,
about B:04 A, the hole wae large encugh
for only one of o, but it eapidly took om
much more esnpasions dimensions. Boon it
wag necespary to £l the plates full and
throw the sand high over the tow
mound above our heads to keep I from
slidingr back in on ws, We had now dog ont
ei large a hole as the iorile had started
with, and it was four or five foct desp. We
couldn't judge the peteal depth, sinee the
monnd around the edge was too high,

Af three o'zlock my partner straightened
tp with & gront and a proan, and stood
mazsaging the small of his back. It was
ton dark for me to ses the pondering look
ln his eye. but his next remark proved it
was there. He said, "Ykoow, T don’t really
care how many epgs that sonfounded tor-
tla laid, at all. I'm going to bed™ I com-
miserated with him for a moment, gave
him m leg up out of the hole, and started
him on his way.

Al h ﬂi‘e moand wasz top high to
watch i Ji::u I listened to him crash
through the ah, and allowed myseld n
few speonds of pure, green-syed jenlm:n;

for him and 3 comfortable bedroll.
wanted Eittle mora than to o and
gleep rvight then myself, T eonldn't, how-

aver, becanze I am corsed with & too wivkd
imaginatlon. The sclentific orge to pet as
lete and accurate a set of dats as
Eﬂuﬂe Iﬂm'iﬁ part In my remaining
g of ecourse. Buoi an even stronger
came from avarmess that it wnu]ﬁqh
extremely embarrmssing to relate the story
of the epg laylng to way of my colleaguea.
I conld picture the en seene, &8 they
listened to my detniled account of the pas-
anpge of the turtle, the salectlon of o nest-
g alte, the proeedure of excavatlon, the
b _Inith&ﬂﬂﬂt.!ﬂd;:heremmtﬂtha
ocean. It was a pretty pletore, but in my
minds aye somanme imiub];' asked me,
"Yes, but how meny epge did she lny?®
And T could feel the ghame of saying,
Well, I don’t really know for sare” 4
not T “Well, you eee, I just conlin’t find
the nest agein!™ This was inverisbly fol-
lowed in my imagination by a short bt
appalling silenee, while they looked at one
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another, and one or two poorly suppressed
siickers sneaked out.

Ma, obeiously, T had to find the nest. I
dug with renewed vigor, and the hole be-
ERTIE la.t'{ﬁ': enough &0 accommodats the
Cardiff nt. By foor o'cleck I had dog
az much s [ could without getting clear
out of the hole and moving the mound
the edpes back to keep it from slidin
on me. This ¢ for a more effi
earth mover tham a ple plate, 80 I
bled out of the hols to cateh forty win
and then trap one of the other members
thtmrtrintnhelﬂn; ate the job, I
erawled into my 11 gad misgiv-
ingew that p skunk or some other moonlight
marader would bent me to the spoil £
the flezh was too weak to do snything
sbout it

I slept umiil the camp began to stir for
bremkfast, shorfly before geven. It took
enly & minute to acquaint one of the geog-
raphars with the pitustion. The balt of
frogh -E]q,-g_'a for brealfast was emough to
deaw him tb the seene of my “scientific"
simdice of the night before. Although the
hole dide’ look nearly as large in brond

ht sz T had sappoasd it to be, it was
akill enpugh to draw a few anide re-
marks ahout the expertness of our careful
obaervations, The daylight showed up my
trisngulation points s litile more clearly,
s?u@!ﬁdmdtﬂ to dig mn-];-q ta the soath, After
putting peographer to work meving
the sand back on the scuth lip of the hola,
I Jumped in and started a-crnp‘:u_g:liw on
the south wall, Bure enough, a ﬁ:.eu
sernpes disclozed the first epg, in & nest
that was & good three feet higher than the
lowest level of my hole. From then on 1o it
wWas ,Wamunt&dthaug?-nuwm
moved them, with a final total of 125 full-
sized omes, two smaller ones, and one with
a apiral end. The pest per was about
ten pnd 8 half inches ; and ahout &
foot square, Tt had been completely filled,
go ghe had deposited about a pubie foot of
epps. The top of the nest was fourteen
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inches from the surface, which indientes
that she dog to & depth of about twenty-
aix Inches. eggs themeelves were from
1% to 1% inches in d 5

Having sneccesafully completed inves-
g oyl s Mo B g
ment eonja up i my AL 1 4
the need of some gustatory researches.
Hone of m{ﬂnmupnmma. had ewver eaten
turile epgs before, nor had T, s0 we exper-
mented with all the ways of preparing
tfga that were practleal in the enmp, From
this wast experfence (I ate three dogen
pﬂramﬂr}. I camn =ay that boiling and
PO gmmtnﬂhmmd&fl&%.w
AFe ible, The white of turtle ﬁ:
is oily different in itz composl
Trom that hen's apgs that it will not
congeal at all when boiled. T kept water
briling om one bateh for thres hours just
to see if it would ever harden, bat it never
did, Onr guide, whose home was not far
from the beach, sccepted our offer of some
s with a happy amile, and demonstrated
a method of consampiion that, while ef-
ficlent, was not particnlarly attractlve to
e, The shell of a turtle’s agg is not hard,
bat is quite rubbery and BS i3 neces-
sary Tor them to be dropped into the nast,
The guide would up one edge of the
ez, hite off this edge, and suek ont the
cantents. Ha went through a dozen epps in
eonzlderably less time than it takes to
write sbout it, and with moeh more guste
and relish.

The eggs, preparved , can be
ﬂnita tasty, however. 1 m&t {rring
i3 oot werk foo well, slnee again it was
hard to get the white to solidify. IF the
epprs are hroken into & pan, beaten inte a
lather to mix the yoll and white, some diced
Vienna sausage or n 5 added, and the
whola then serambled in & well gressed
frying pan, the result iz guite edible. Salt
them while they fry, and serve plping hot.
Although gquite menly in consistency, the
ﬁ._‘!-nta Im-lt unlike hen’s eggs. T think yoo

ika “em



