Tim Cahlll, wio Fves in Soocme Comdp, Califorsta, is an
mevociele edifor of Cmtside

THE SHAME OF
ESCOBILLA By TiMcamLL

Reprinted by permission of Jutside Magazine.

Acknowlegment

Dutside Magazine is a new monthly magazine from the publisherscf Rolling Stone

dedicated to the people, activities,

the cutdoors

hardware, literature, art and politics of

(Photographs for the article have not been inciuded.)

People often spesk of holy places-aress that are awe-
somee of lvarsh ar trasguil - bul you seldom hear of 2
place that is evil. [ lnow of one. It is located on several
weres of low tropical hills, in the Mexican sfate of
Oaxaca, The hills are green and thers is & view of ccean,
and these nores represent evil in 8 very pure form.

Here the senses are nssulted. An odor of death and putres-
obnl meat rises up from these hills. Animal bodies are piled
four ard five deep, lefl to ral and dry unider a blazing sun, As
mamy f8 50 valiwres pick at the parple and black meat. Theay
work with & joyless efficiency, sicadying the carcasaes witly
their tnlans s= they vank at the soft flesh with their powerfil
benks, The weipht of all thoze bodies roifing penerates an
intense hent, so that when a breeze springs up, the air becomes
ertificinlly wanmn, heavy with death and decay. Standing in the
puth of such a breeze, one is l=ft fesling fouled, hopelass, unhaoly

Everywhese there is the constant droning of flizs. The air is
biack with them, Working among the vuliures and the flies
i the awhul stench are the most unfortunate people of the locnl
villages: there is one man with a harmibly contoried spine,
another whase nght eye 15 o mass of smr Gsee, These men
stusnble oover the rotting repilian bodies like sinners confined
to somi viFubend lower level of hell.

The firal evil is there alse. Mot ooly ane matuns
animals slmxghtered and keft to rot in the sun, there is also
an immensz  pile of eggs-the next generation-and these,
mixed with the entrails of their mathers, are ratting tno,

The entire pile 13 covered with magpols, 8 heaving mass of
hissing mabevolenca,

That pile and thase rodting bodses may signal the |ase time
sea trtles will mass on the beach at Escobilla fo lay their aggs.
The camage is being carried on despits the geod intentions. of
i Mexican povernment. The motive is simple and timeless.

It is gheer preed,

Twon hundred million years ago reptiles awned the
garth, There were turthes then ns there are turtles
niravy, [§ a5 thought that they developed from o marsh-
dwelling lzand that hunched fis shoulders firwand,
prvdecting it besd with hard scabes, in case of atack. Over
ntiflivns of vears these animals developed a ghell, called &
carapace, and a hormy andershell, called a plastron. The body
itself pwisted into a strange configaration o conform to the
confines af the shell.

Abauat 80 million years ago, several species of turtle fook to
the sea. The stumpy, cylindrical legs bemme thin, Hattened
flippers. It was the last radical move thess living dinossors ever
made. As the stem reptiles gave rise 1o birds and to mamenals,
as the last bronfoanurus thundered to carth, the turles
plodded om, survivars,

Todny there are seven generally recopnized species of sea
turtle. Cme, the Pacific or (¥ive Ridley, an So-pound animal
whih a shell the sire of 2 manhale cover, 15 found in the warmer
waters of the Facifle from southesn Japan 10 Baja Califormia.
Like nearly all repriles, the Bidley lavs epgs, and ihese the
females deposit in the sapd i certain small siretelves of fsolsned
beach. In many places, neating females are slaughtered our of
hianed, ewen before they can lay their epps, and in other spots
locals may collect nearly 100 pereend of the eggs laid. For this
reson, the 1975 reptile Red Do Book fiste the Pacific Ridley
as endangered: "ln dager of extinciion and whose survival
is unlikely if the causal factars keep operating ®

In Mexico, the government has established an enlighiened
program of tarile conservation. Beaches are paitmolied, cgg
ponching is illegal and rezsomable quotns have been set for
harvesting the antmals, On the beach al Escobilla, abour 2000
milbes south of Acapulen, nesting female Ridlevs come op oat
of the surf between the months of July apd Movember, The
massings coour aboat once 8 manth, an certain star-swept
nighis when the moon is entering its last quarter ond when the
winis biow inland fram the sea. Local people call this an
arrifwazdn, and some say that ns many as 200,000 turtles hove
Tnid their eges on cne four-mike stretch of beach in previous
yewrs. [I this estimale s even chse, Escobilla s the site of the
largest arvibastn in the Amerseas.

O Saturday, Oceober 18k, 1977, 1 sood on the beach an
Eacoballa in compasy with an ABC Sparts TV crew filming an
American Sporismsan segnsent. The sbow concerna itself with
celebrithes and their adventurcs with and resctions to animals,
The arribazin was fine meat for Sportsman. Ome of the celeb-
rities was Ortsides Jack Ford, who hed informesd me of the
expecied Oeinber arribozim. The ABC crew was gracious
enpagh to make room For me on their charier Qight from
Acapules o Puerto Angel, an hours drive from the beach.



Ba cne Hved on the sand {tself-so hesh water- but
nearhy there was a compound composed of & palaps and several
red tents housing 11 Mexican marines who patrolled the
beach tp prevent egg poaching.

W nrrived in Lime (0 see the msring, the haiching of eggs
laid during a previous arribaztn. The beach was pocked wath
small depressions. As | waiched, the sand would suddenly
collapse into itself and, miraculously, a small black flipper
woald appear, the Mack dot of 8 hesd would emerge smd finally
the hatchling-nat quite the size of o quarter and 211 black like
some child's ioy stamped out of hord robberowaould move off
resolutely towrd the sea, Ten, zo, 3o ond mare would dig their
way aud from the same spot.

The eggs were ahoatl the size of ping peng balls. When
1 fourd ooe batchling strugeling (o break the shell, [ peeled it
away. The furtle was curled over & bright, yellow-orangs
yolk to which it had been connected by a kind of umbilical
cerd, The hatchling palled sway from the yelk- the livike
mark an the bettam of the plasiron is called & yolk scar-and
crawled off toward the waler.

All up and down the beach, tny wriles wene making their
way out 0 3en. There were halfa dozen men walking the
beach with white styrofoam boxes, collecting the hotchlings,

1 siw dooeens of hoxes combaining abauwt 206 animals a'pdm,arpd
wiad told that the men were dodeg something scientific that
hesd 1o o with the prescrvation of the Ridley. Mo o seemed
willimg to tell me any more than that.

Later, | sat under the palapa watching the surset with Juan
Tazé de La Vepa and Bob Mixen. D la Vega, 29, iz director af
the Cosmopraphic Society, a Mexican conservationist group.
He wears his hair to his shoulders, sports & wids gold bracelet
and speaks good English in a relaxed, offhand fashion, Nixon,
the wriler fior the Spartsmanr  segmend, is blond, crisply
cfficeent and, at the moment, he was clearly unhappy
with Juzn Jesé for what sppeared to he good reason

e [a Vega had proposed the segment to Mixon, indicating
bt the turtles of Escobilla were in danger, that 0 man numed
Ansonio Sohrez, ownes of a company called PEOSA, was
slaughtering the animals ot of hand. "Soen," Juan José said,
"there will be no more aribazines ot Escobilla,”

The problem wes that Mizon and | had juest leamed that the
men with the styrafoam boxes warked far Antonio Sudres,
theat this same Sudrez had footed most of the bill for & new
Inbaratery for the study and preservation of the urtles, and
that this lab was suppesed o put hundreds of thouwsands of
hatchlings inte the sea each vear. The next day, Sunday,
officials from the Mexican- Depariment of Fisheries ond the
governor of Oaxsca wauld be on hard at 2 ceremony to dedi-
cate the b and, incidemally, honor Antonie Suirex and his
cofitribuiion to the conservatian of the Pacilfic Ridley urtle,

I'm pretty sune Mixos fielt as | did: Juan José had attacked
Sudrez oul of sheer lost for publiciiy. [ iold de la Vegn o
mch, to his face. S

Claxaca was in the midst of a terrible droaght, bus
dedicaiion day, Sunday, dawned pabe and cold, and
o wet wind howbed in fram the sz bringing tomen-
tinl rains. The imporiant visibors would first in-
spect the FIOSA sinughierbouse, then move on to the pearby
l=h. (MTicial cars hegged down an the muddy road from Puerto
Angel to the slaughterhouse and a large hanner welcoming
the governor wrenched loose from a iree and whipped itself
inta tathers.

People dashed from the cars to the shelier of the skaughier-
house, Workers, dressed in green T-shirs and shoms, stood
nervously about, surreptitionsly ogling the important visitors.
There was a pile of live tartles, helpless on their backs, in one
camer of the room. They barely moved, Oceasicmally-a flipper
woald jerk 1n o sud, spasmodic gesiure, "‘

In the cemter of the room was the killing table. L was a lang,
wocden affair aceommaodating ten tartlea, and the front was canted
doan at a slight angle. The turtle was lified onto the eloping
surface, und the neck was ploced in 8 semicircular seoop on the
ledge 21 the downside of the whie, w0 that the  haad was held
statipnary, in midair. The weight of it body agzinst the Jedge
prevened the animal from moving, The  turibes had lost thedr
green s color and looked as gray as the sky outssde. The eyes
were solid black and withowt  exprossion.

Oz of the workmen drew a curious, sifver gun with a wide red-
skirted bamrel. The Mexican camera crew moved in for a close op.
The pun wos placed on top of the wnle's bead . W beard a muaffled
thump, The animals bead jerked up, the black eyes bulged. a grear
fump foemed at the throat, formed again, the mouth opened wide,
snapped shut, and the eyes fumed  fluid ond pale. Great gouts of
dark bBlood burst from the twrtle's head, Anather man earried the
dving animal to a spod near & shert cosveyor bell, A grooved tbe
caught the blood and earried it out of the slaughierhouse and abou
20 yards dewn the beach into a cove.

"0 killing days." Jamm Jogé whispered, "the cove is red
with the blood of these turtles ™

"Bure, Juan,® | said,

The conveyor belt carried the wrthe @ ansther room where
it was ploced on & slanghtering table. Every turile | saw putted
that day was a female, and all of them had eggs in thelr ovie
ducts, The epgs and entrails wers placed in a large plastic
hacket, Later, [ was tald, the epgs would be taken to the new
lub and buried in the sand and new turtles would grow from
1hess eggs.

[t was pat, all in all, o very plensant hour, When ooe of the
ABC camerdmen expressed some disgust with the carnage, a
voung Mexican blalogist who spoke Ouent English Blistered
him with an eloguent torrent of words. She was a plump,
dnrkly attractive woman wearing very thick glasges, Maxico,
she mid, is a poor couniry, These tunbes are a natural resourcs,
They graze on their own, in fhe sen, 8t mo cxpense o the
people, and return every year for the slauphter. She and the
oibser bloloprsts would belp set guotas so the hertles would
survive, gven progper. “But vou don't want us 1o harvest
these animals,” she said. "Then what will we cat™

She referred nat oaoly to the 12 pounds of meat peconvened
froean each wurtle, but alse o the maney made by the fishermen,
by the people wha worked in ihe slaughterhouse and by
these whao fashicned the turtle beather. Even the bones of the
elaughtered snimals were left o dry, then ground into fer-
tilizer. "Wy doot you go back to your vwn country,” she
concleded bitterly, "and film vour own wortles?™ Her eyes
plittered angrily behind her glasses.

Momday we went to see the lab. [t was a sterile,
newly construcied building caly half a mile
north of the slaughterhouse. | counted %6 small
ara-whalsr tanks coolaining shout 200 hatchlings
apicce, and ten barger tanks holding 500 hatchlings npicce.
About 25,000 turiles in all, exactly the same size as the ones
we hod seen ot Escobilln, and all, | was wid, hatched at the
lab.

We couldn't find a bialogest in charge, bat the workess said
ihe hatchlings would be kept a wesk or taa, maybs thres,
them relessed at sea, beyond the breakers. Al Escobilla, T hed
seen the surd posmd in and waiched a3 ibe tiny hatchlings
had been tumbled back onto the sand for hours. [ had seen
some eaben by crabs and was fold that ceriain fish massed
beyend the breakers and fod on the hatchlings as they swam
oul by 2ei The turtles in the lab would be spared many of
il wsual causes of infand martality,



O the beach, in frond of the fab, thers were egps buried in
the zand, and theae were pensed 10 discournge such preda-
tars ns dogs and covotes. In another aren 1 sow o lorge, open-
sided bailding containing hundreds of the styrofoam boxes,

Each was filled with sand and held over 100 eggs, There
were twin kinds of eges barted in the sand and contained in
he boxes: thase laid natorally and taken from the beach
Escabilla ond those tnken from the ovidocts of slaughtered
lesmales,

Two Large lanks, contsining mature males mnd females, had
been comgirucied for the study of mating behavior,

A plaque on the froat of the main building said that the
lab was dedicated 1o the preservation and study of the
turtles and that it was bailt by the govemmeal, by the fishing
unions— called co-openmivas and by private enterprise, That
lnst menmt PIOSA— Pesquera Industrial Oaxaguesia Sociedad
Andnima = and Anfonio Sudrez. PIOSA had put up most of
ibse money far the Inb, Even Junn José admitted that, The lab
scemed a perfect example of enlightened self-interest,

[t wasi't until much lafer that night that certain things
began betbering me. Some of the men working af the lab
wore the same meen | had seen collecting hertles af Excobilla
fou that umspecified "scientific” purpese. Many of the men
working at the lab were the same men | had seen guiting
turifes of the slaughierhouse the day before, They all wore
the same preen T-shirs and shoris.

We had comes to ihe lab imanmounced. When we got there
the men were taking ibe hatchlings out of the 1anks and
putting them in the boxes, 'We ashed why. The tanks, we
were todd, were dirty, and since the pipes waren't working,
they had 1o be emptied, clenned and filled with new sea
waler. This made sense. Except .., looking bock on it, not one
of the tanks was refilled wntil it became apparent ta the
wirkers that we meant o atay for some Hme.

It wne Monday. The governor and the offieials had left,
Was it possible that the urnles we saw -ilwe ones supposedly
hadched at the lah - had been broaght in from Escobilla®
Fee a day? Far the gavernor [ 5 i . 5i t and the dedication? Na,
it hardly seemed possible, | was thinking like Juan José

Eull, it seemed worth another visit 1o the [ab,

Slavphierhouse cove 15 o shove-off point for the e
fishermen. They beave in shifts, two men to a 40 foo
skifT powensd by 2 dikborsepower Johnson outhoard,

It ig a 40-minuwte run nosth w Bscabilla o, during

nesting scason, when the females are massing o mibe oot for the
arribazin, there are ribes evesywhbere, as for & the ey can
se, As many as [0 animals may be contained in an &rea

the sime of & cify block,

Like all reptiles, the Pacific Ridley is dependent on exiernal
atimiuli ta regulate its body temperature, Primorily vege
tariang, they feed on sea grasses in the early moming, then
pull to the surface o bask in the warmth of the sun. As their
body temperafure riess, metabolic sctivity increases, digestion
aocurs more rapidly, nnd the stomach is empitied in preparation
for anpther meal, When basking, the turtles are very nearly
somnambulant. And ensy prey.

[ wiatched us o fisherman grabbed the loose end of a long
rape tiedl to the gunwale of the beat and plunged imio the
waber, o foot and 2 half behimd 2 turilz, He grbbed ihe top of
ik shell with cne hand and pushed down on the back of the
alsgl] with the otler, farcing the animals besd and front
flippers out of the water. Cubckly, he alipped a noase gver cne
flipper. Hie partmer grabbed the rope at the guvwale and
pulled the animal to him, heaving it up into the beat and
flipping it onie it back.

Fiahing ihis way, [ was iold, at woorem team cop catch

23 murtbes in an hoor and make pvo mang & day, Thers are a

acore of boats working an the best days.

The fishing iteelf scemed almost wo cagy. Certainly iowas a
good deal eagier than in provious years, ibe fishermen told me,
when turtling had been banned during the nesting season ard
the animals could only be found for out ad sea.  Now they
were massing for their cwn slaughter, and many mare were
baing killed - killed during nesting season, in most casss, before
the fermales could kay their eggs. Sill, as 2 high officinl in the
Mexican Depariment of Fisheries painted aut, the new Inb
wid puiling so many new lschlings mee the sea that,
in effiect, “less wene being killed.”

1 spems spme time diving with the Mesicans. The burtles, [
found, were virtually harmbess when approached from the
rear. They made no effort to escape or dive until literally
touchid. | came on them like the Mexican divers and mde
them along the surface for several vands. The leather on the
beack of the neck felt surprismgly “dry,” Hke the skinof a
snaks or lizard that yoa always expect o be slimy. Their
faces, cven while basking, had a pinched, disapproving cast
amd their mowths were furned down, like & chald's doswimg of
a seowling persan. They seemed wnimapinably anclent.

[ s joined, during one dive, by half a dozen dalphins.
They frolicked, undulnted beside me as | swam. The wriles,
by comparison, seemed joyless, dreary beasis, alingether too
imlent on brate survival. [ thoughs of them as the constipated
accouniants of evolutin, and was, in mm, thoroughly and
confempiuausly ignored by them, Om ome oceasion, diving
wiih a fesing tuertle, a delphin actually buzzed the slower
animal in a silly, playful manper. We -the doelphin and 1 -
were the mammals: fast, giddy, imelligent. In evolulionary
terms we were children teasing our cldess.

An unseliling thing happened when we refurned &

ataughrerbawse eove after the first day of diving.

The mamager of the slaughterhouse ssked us all

leave, and be threstened fosce I wa didn'. Why

hind they been so anxious to kave us film the dedisziion on
Sundny, but wanted us out of there on Toesday? Looking
bmck  an it, [ should have commected it with oar visit to the
Inb on Monday, ord my misgivings aboat what [ had seen

Back at the hodel Inck Ferd and [ talked about our dive aver
a heer, Ford had happened upon a pair of copulating turtles,
und had 2 story & tell,

The male of the species is the worst sart of apporhanist.
Knowing, instinctively, that the females must mass for nesting,
biiz lizs in wall. Infercourss akes place in the water. The male
secures himself o the top of the femabe's shell with two
curved nails, each located on the inside of a front flipper. Tur-
tles have five fingers, and that curved clew, located aboat
halfway op the appendage, corresponds to cur thumb.

Having natled hinself on at the top, the male curves his
bomper, eavier tall under the female’s ghell. Tlse pends i housed
in the tail and extnsded from the anus,

“They weren't moving,"” Ford said, “they just sort of
wallpwed there in the swells. They really dide't ook like they
were having amy fun. | watched them for about #0 minutes,
bt they may have been conmected for howrs, |

"They're turiles,” [ said, "they do everything sloawly."

"When the male pulled out,” Ford said, "1 got & lonk ot his
eguipment.” Jack spread his hamds the full width of his chest,
then discribed the diameter of a baseball with the thumb and
forefinger of both hands. “Thay ane very well equipped
animals,” lss said.



Local fishermen are equally impresed, and their stosies of
bizarre copulaiory feate among Pacific Ridleys bugper the
imagination. [i is thowght that sperm is stored in the female's
genital tract and can continee o ferfilize egps for years, and
ihat 8 nesting female may mate several times o day on the
way b0a nesting site, A female crawling onto the beach may
exhibit scratches on the neck and her shedl may be broken
near the head whers the male has held her,

Bud if 15 the size of the male eguipment and the g cop-
ulatory periods thar the fishermen expand upon. And this bas
led e the maih that eating turile eges is pood for the luman
male. The gpgs are said to put bead in the old peneil.

[n Spanish eggs are hreevos, and esgg poachers are called
hweveros . Poaching &5 a crime and the hueveras of
Escobilla were not delighted with toe idea of an imer-
view, [ had rented 8 Volkswagen bus and a driver in the
toan of Pochutln and was trying my luck at the cofifoes along
the highway mear the beach. Ma one, af thres coafitings, beliewved
that people acfually poached epgs. They asked where [ haul
cver beard of auch a thing. A surprising number of peaple 1
talked o didat even live in the ars. Some citizens expressed
great amazement when told thet leas than two miles from
where they sat turtles eceasionally came up om the beach by
the thousands.

My driver for the day, a slick young Mexican with shiny
hair and a moastnche, lost his patience afier a few hours, In
his capacity as & public driver, be said sndly, be had
sametimes picked up people whom be believed might have
besen carryimy egrs. e hed seen ane such man walking on the
Mghway and, I [ wished, he would drive back and ask him
if he wanted 1o talk. The voung man in question wore a straw
hat with an extravagantly folded brim and a shirt wldch was
cut off helvar the peciorals to reveal an elaborately muscied
brown  stommch. For 50 pesos he agresd io alk for an
hour.

The mean. whoan Tl call Alfredo, said ba bad alraady
heard ihat B gringo was asking guestions. He chose to ride
an the floar of the van ard directed us ontoe a dead-end road
shielded by rows of com.

Alfreda said that a nember of Iocal people poach epgs, but
ikl the hoeveros are not organized as sech, On o moonless
niglht people just seem io gather at the Escobilla bridge;
and, after much discussion, about ten are chosen te work that
night. They split up into pairs and walk tbrowgh the jungle,
off the trail, frslly crawling up over the cactus dunes, Cne
man lizs in the dunes, near the cover of the josgle. Tle other
creeps ot onto the beach,

Fwem an moonbess, nights, the stor glow on sand and sea
makes it light enough to wark, Paking into the sand with a
xha.rp stick, the huevern feels, more than bears, 2 mufled pap
when bi biis the firse ege inoa nest. Digging with his hands, he
crplics the mest of s busdosd or so eggs, Gilling 2 smal] sack
that he takes to the man in the dunes, wlho placss them in a
farge sack,

If the soldiers come-you can usually see them flashing a
light-the mean in tee dumes: Gedes mio the jungle with the
Large sack. The buevers on the beach drope his small sack and
runa for the jungle at wop spesd. The seldiers wear beons
and carry heavy rifles. The cdds are pretty good that the
hmevera will make the jungle.

Working this wny, two men can sleal 85 many as RO egps
in ang night, Eighty nests. His share of the inke, 4000 egps,
Alfreda could sell 1o a driver for 1500 pesos, about 375, He was
chosen fo po 1o the beach four times a vear, ops, His poach-
ing Income came to 5300 in the best of vears. His annual eome
from growing cor, Alfredo sadd, was $500. He was respon-
sible for a family of ten and the femplatton bo sbeal eggs was
VELY preaf, .

Adtredo was nol proud of night wark, He wanted me to

 know that many of his eggs were given 1o the poarest families,

o widhows, for instamce, with siarving children, In ibe past,
Alfrede said, when there was a drought like this vear, hungry
peopbe could go down po the beach and the saldiers wauld Lei
ilem dig wp a limited number of epgs 10 eat, Now, PIOSA
was killing all the wueles and ihbe sobdiers would not let
starving people dig for spps. Everyone, Alfredo said, knew
ihait the furtles would seon be gone. He had lhved mear
Ezcobilla all his life, and bhe thowght he had a right to cam
some maney from the eggs before PIOSA killed all the turtles.

Later, aver beer and mescal at a cofiting fr from Escobilla,
I ealked with my drver. He wanted me to understand that he
biad mwever done sweh a thing, but that be had heard how the
business winked, A driver with 2 begitimate Ioad makes n
space and caches 40,000 spps or mose. There are checkpaints
abang the major highways, o egp smuegpling is & sweary affadr.
In Acapales or Mexico City the eggs are sold under cover
of darkmess to & man in the marketplace. The driver can make
A8 much as two pesos per e, w0 a siingle 40,000 epg load can
bring a driver aboat $4000 1ops.

I the maore cosmopolitan cities, a turile egg sold ina
Testaurnt can cost &8 mch 88 nine pesos. The eges are sasd
ta be spmewhat aily and they are often served froed, five ar
six b o time, and covered in chili sance to mask ibe Este.
Sume-times eggs are served raw, in the shell, The op i
peeled off, a squeeze of lime is added and the entite mess is
dumiped into  the mewath. The eggs are coten, primarily, by
wealthy &nd ipnorant men whe canned sustain 2n erecticn,

The second visit to the lab was a revelation,

All the tanks were empty. There were no haich-
lings. There was no sea water. Nothing.

The largs tanks satside, containing the memne
furtles, were empty. Cme misshapen adult female lay on ber
back, dead beside the tank. She had been left there 1o bake in
hier awn alell.

Ten styrofoam boxes, like the ooes we had seen 2t Escobilln,
were stacked by the side of the bailding. appasenily for-
galten, There were 2000 haichlings in each box and all wera
diad or dying.

The only person at the lab, an old mon eating his fusch
under & tree, explained that all the hatchlings had been dumped
at gea. Ag for the styrolisom boxes, somebody muzst have for-
gotten them after they Srought the katchlings in from the beach
ot Excobilly on Serurday, the doy before the dedication. Sure,
b said, i would be okay if Jusn José put the batchlings out to
sea, Samebody had just forgotten ta do it, The mature adults
the man said, had boen iaken to the slaughterbouse.

That night [ apologized 1o Juan José de lo Vega,

Had all 25,000 hatchlings been browght in from
Escobilla™ To impress the offickals and the poversar?

To put om & sideshow for the Mexican TV cam-
eras arw the Mexican people?

Hurrting was wow allowed during nesting seasan, snd it
afficinis at the Department of Fishories cam be taken at their
word,, it was this lnb that they expected to compensate lor the
carnage, But it was apparent that the lab waen't fametional.

Even il the lab were fanctional, a good argument can be
msde that it might have heen worse than useless; that some
projects would yield an incredibly poor rate of returmn and that
others might actually comribute io the extirpation of the
species. From reading. [ had learned that there were similar
labs all over the world, and some interesifng work has been
dene at them, For instance, there was the matter of burving
cips faken from the oviducts of slowghiered females: experi-
ments conducted on Green Sea turiles, with similar pesting
habits, showed a 14 percent hatch mie smong replanted cgga
from slaughtered Females compared with & 63 percent rate in



egs from undisturbed nests. More i the point, Juan José had
opened ten boxes ar the kab and examinad ten egps, all from
glanphtered females. In all cxses tlse yolks had tumed milky ol
head begun to disintegrate. Few, i &ny, eges from the
slanphtered females would ever haich.

As for dumiping the hatchlings ar sea, the suthoriies are
divided, i according fo Dr. Archie Carr, one of ihe world's
foremost herpetalopists, it may be 8 uscless endesvor. The
struggles of the first day may be o integral part of the life
cyele. Hatchlings in tanks may become pen happy and find
themselves unable to fied af sea. Dumping could put the
hatchlings in an urmatural currend. Finally, whotever mechan-
iam it e that tells females to retumn to the beach of their birth
miust surely be implanied at birth, It is quits possible, even
probable, that one of these 25,000 dumped batchlings would
ever s the beach at Escobilla.

Tiene was rurming out for the ABC crew. Their
aripinal cancept - 0,000 tartles an the heach -
wiag scrapped it favor of geod focdoge of at beast one
tartle laying her epzs in the sand. Walking the
beach each dawn, | was able io count an avernge of 12 new
tracks and nests a might. Twelve pesis, separaved by four miles
af beach and 12 bours of darkness. Even with a wooden sled
towed by o burro and several hired men 1w carry eguipoment,
the crew was very fucky to get good nesting film. As i
happened, the furtle that was finally filmed came up oato the
beach no more than 400 yards from owur campsite.

She nrrived nnseen, riding a breaker, iven crawled over a
strip af wet sand ond up the gently sloping beach. Adapied 1o
sen life, she moved Inbariowsly om land, Her flippers were
spread out to their full extent on the snnd, ond they made
awkward semicircular patierns in the sond as she dmgged the
witght of ber body the 40 ar 3o yands she nesded o get abpve
the tidie lowe.

Ewery few minutes she stopped. Her fungs, designed for
breathing in the bupyancy of the ses, were compressed by the
weighs of ber body, She exhaled. The throat pumped and she
infnked, It sounded, eerily, like the amplifisd breathing of a
man surtiazing after twe minetes underwater,

It trok her 20 mames to select o nesting sike. Seitling her-
self into the sand, she curled coe of her back flippers and flung
sandd almost directly aver her head. Within manutes, ber head
and campace were covered i thick, clinging sond. She stopped
Lo e @ few ragged, tearng breaths. Her body was Glved
down 2l a slight angle, the backsides sunk nto ibe bole.

The relavision lights exploded i the night, but the terile,
driven by instinet, was oblivieus. The body contracted, the
bzad sunk into tee sand and two strong cords sirained in her
pock. She was sceabched and rmw there whers some male's
claws had dog into her during copulation. The elonca con-
tracted and a moist white egg dropped R inches inta her nest,
Another followsd, then another, She lifted her head o draw
unther breath and then the contractioms began &gain.

*She's crying,” someone said. Tears were rolling owt of her
eyes and tracking dewn the sand that eleng to her face, Mo
matter that the tears ane onby a way of eliminating sali firom
the syatem: the mother's lobored breathing, the seemingly
painful confractions, her tears had mmed the filming into 2
wrenching emotional experience.,

A bundred or so eggs were laid, two or thres at a tme, The
back fippers curled more delicately than one would have
thought possible, and the mother sprsad sand over ber eggs
in a gentbe, loving gesture,

At this moment, the Mexican biologlsis approachied the
lights, Producer/director Jaha Wilcox sbouted i & translator,
"Teli those people o please stay owt of her track,” The plump
waman exploded. *We epeak perfect English,” she said.

"W are biologisis, We have a right i study this animal®
Bab Mixon jogged over w falk to her.

Having covered her nest, the turtle lifted herself up omto the
tips af all four flippers and fell on the sand, packing the eggs
and disgaising the nest. She repeated this lodicrous dance a
dozen times or more, then, backing nway, she flung more sand
aver the area with her frant flippers, Satished, she started back
aud 1o s, 1 followed ber doan with a flashlight, When the
first wave hit her, she seemed 1o relax. The sasd cane ofT and
her sea color shone in the light The backwash pulled her oul a
few feed, a second wave hit her and she was gone.

The question of how many tartles there were out theee
haunied me. The biologisis - the people who were supposed

o kmow - had been willing 1o argue over one animal.

ABC's charter plane was ready ot the Puerio Angel
atrip wisen word camse i From Escobilla thag
ibere were tartles in the beeakess. [ was a sign
that had preceded other arribazbnes. | elected to
pass on the flight and stay another night on the beach with
Bab Mixon, assistant cameraman Gordon Waterman asd Joan
José de Tn Vega,

The night wos mild, n gentle breeze blew in from the sea,
and the maon wos i its finol quarter, This had to be the night,
That day there had heen turtles m the surf,

Chur group butle o fire, The marnes bailt cne of their oan
and anather was started by the hiologisis- They were messur-
ing ol ropes which would be waed fo encomipass a cerlain
ares, Stakes had been driven inde the ground a1 aleng the
beach 1o divide tbe ares mio like sections. The biologias
would count the number of turtles pesitng between te ropes
and multiply by the number of siakes for an estimate of the
total number of mesting turiles. Clearly they expecied the
arribazndan,

A few marines stopped over for a drink of mescal. We had
filled severa] sodi-drink boitles with that white, searieg liquor
ar the werest canting. The marines were happy. This would
bz the night. We sang some songs.

We shared our meseal with o local man wha had ved 150
yards from the beach for ten years, As litile 2= five years ago,
hez said, ench arribaman tok seven or eight days. There were
fouar & vear and the baach was black with furtles, Mow, he
said, here wene Fewer turbes, Too mamy bad been killed by
PIOSA. He thaught there would be no arcibasde,

1 ate soamee sandy peamut butier on Bimbo bread, drank
more mescal and walked the beach. 1t was seven, eight, nine
o'clock. In previous years the turtles had begun coming in
dirceily after sunset. Still, there were songs from the
campfires,

Clur proup falked with representntives from the Deporiment
of Fisheries and with fishermen from the co-operativa Refoemsa
Porizaria, | was able lo piece logether this versbai of the
events al Escobilba:

Tleere are soven co-operativas, or fishing unions, PIOSA
pavs the fishermen by the furtle, npd the fishermen are licensed
hz.' the El:pﬂl‘ll‘n:l‘ﬂ of Fisheries, which alsa checks the umion
recomds b0 see that the guedns are not exceeded. Each co-op
hexs 2n equal mumber of turiles i can caich cach month. When
Jass Lopez Fortilbe assumed the presidescy of Mexico, he
promised o develop industry, Last vear fishermen from five of
the co-ops, seizing the oppartunity, went i a Mexican court
ard asked that ihe troditional ban on turtling during the
nsting sesson be lifted.  Dhuring other times of the year, they
said, the furtles were too for sut ta sea 2nd 3t was difficul:
to cafch many in the smull skiffs. The ban on Ashing during
the nesting season, they said, was depriving them of ther
livelibood, The judge agreed with the fisheemen. The ban waz
tifted amd 1the Deparimant of Fisherics raised the vearly quosn
for Caxaca.



Victor Valdez, af the co=operntiva Reforms Porluana, sasd
that pwa al the co-nperativas, mefuding s own, bad opposed
the Lifting of the ban, arguing that sueh antimely buniing
wentld decimate the weile population. Mesr fishermen,

Valdez sawd, know this. But everyone 18 poor and now, for a
few years, & fisherman can pearly dowble his vearly wape, and
with less work. Another fisherman said that ke knew that
benders of the five co-ops, bringing sait to 1ifi the ban, received
meney fram Anbanin Swsdres ond that Sudrer had pressuned
thern o bring the suwit.

Jugin José nocdded. *Lasi year,” e said, the Cosmographic
Socioty made a film about these furtlee. We inberviewed the
judge wiho lifted the ban. We asked him how many turtles
there were ot Escobilln, It wag wery clear that he knew nothing
o the situation bere and it was 2 very embarmssing piece of
fllim for bim and for PEOSA. Astonio Sudres later invited me
to lunch. He wanied to Ty’ our film. He offered me 80,000
pesos,” Die la Vega refissed and the film was shoan on Mexican
television,

[ passed him the mescol and stumtded throngh my fourth or
fifth apology to him in the last few days. He waved it off with
pood grace. "l knew if people come here,” he said, "they would
see for themselves what = hnppu:nimg."

The basiness of lifting the ban ami mising the guista is an
expertment. The lab is a safiety valve for that experiment. Even
if the blologists decide that the Ridleys are being extirpated,
afficials can rest easy becanse the lab is suppesed fo pat some
huge, astonishing, number of turiles info the sea esch vear.

1 have that statement directly from s high source ot the Depart-
ment of Fisheriss.

W talked, finally, with senic of the biclogists, They had
ilselr owen mescal and were excited about the arribazdn and
the discussion was mat 68 bitter as it bad been carlier in the
week, Mene of them, to & person, would anewer my questions,
bud we talked encugh for me 1o form some nnpressioms, They
were, [ think, sincere i their desire ta set reasonable quotas
o heal woulbd eventually increase both the harvest and
il mumber of toriles a5 a whale, They had been hostile because
forgign conservationias pul pressure on ibe gavernment and
the povernment responds by firing biologises. [ felt thar ey
truly belicved that if they filed a girong emowgh report, the
government woukd reinstate the ban on furtling sometime
during ibe mext few vears.

I thoapht about the Mexican TV camerns and all those
officials whese anly inste of Escobilla had been seeing 25,000
I:.ul.l:i'll'in,g;x b the l=h. It had been very mopressive, | hagd no
grosl conflidence that the ban woald be reinsated.

Tt was 10 o'clock and still we had seen so tertles. | wondened
if the local people were right, that these would be o arribazda,
The Ridizy, 1 know, is the only tartle o nest in such gresi
mumbers, and [ wandered if it could be the numbers themselves
that wiggered ithe arribazim.

1f theait woere so— and this theory is a layman's pwesz—
might explain why there had been normal arribsednes Jaly
through September, but not in Ortober, Each of the seven
co-ppermiivas was allotbed 1500 furiles per month, for a total of
HLS00 animals. In July 10,500 turiles were taken, bat by
Awgpest the cumulatvee total was 21 000, and in September
that rumber rose to 31,500, Mow, in the first week of Octaber,
the coumt was rapidly approachmg 40,006 animals, and

mesarly all of tsem femabes, lald scross ibhi killing 1ahle ar PIOSEA,

By midnight these were still no weiles. Tie songs from the
campfires became lowder, more brittle, dnmker. There wers
the sounds of voices raiesd in anger.

1 tpok ancther four-mile walk, Bob Minon spoke with the
woman hiclogist. She had been drinking, he snid, and sezmed
Lo be very depressed, almost near tears, "1§ you wanl to see the

L1

arrthamin,” she said, "po ta the dump,” In the firelight,

* behind ber glasses, ber eves ghitered, wetly.

The damp (3 located on everal baw halls just south-
eagt af the glaughierhouze,  Wihen ihe urtles lave
e abaughiered, when the 12 poumds af good meat
have been stripped {rom the bone and the leather
has been siripped from the head and clesi, the remains ane
dunped cndn these hills like parbage and lefi 1o dry in the sun
hefore the bones and shells are ground indo fertilizer,

The stench there-the ador of death-was unholy. Tt
clogged my mmtrils and sent bile rising m my throat, Vultures
retreated reluctantly as [ apprasched, Here and there [ 2w
Mippers slripped of thedr Qesh, their fve fingers, like yours and
mine, jubiing up out of black putrecent mesl

There were eggs there too, where no eggs should be. Mixed
with the bawels of their slaughtered mopdhers, they were
heaped into 2 sprawling pile and covered with moggoets.
1 suspect someone will tell nee that FIOSA anly chocses the
fincst cges to go bad in the sand or In thoss styrafbam boxes,
and that these were rejects. But [ saw that pdle with my cwn
cves. There were thousands upon thousands wpen thousards
of eggs, all rodting in that evil hesp.

| was, quite literally, sick fo my stomach.

{n the telephane, Antonio Soirez i8 B very persasive
and charming mam. He is prowd that, in his copagity
as drrectar general of FHISA, he smploys spme
1000 persoms wh fish fior wrile, shark, red spapper
and lobater.

He denied that e ever offered Juan José de la Vega money
for o film.

He denied that he offered the lenders of some co-oparativas
modicy, of that be pressored them in any way, to bring suit
againgt il ban on wrling during the nesting season,

He said that it was nod inee that he was resporsible for
depleting the species,

* It is my opimion”, Amntonio Sulrez said, "that e eile ts
n resource we ought fo take advantage of, baf deat we ought fo
pratect the species, that we paght to hove quotas, and thar we
cught not {0 protect o bigger quantity than fhe specics can
supporl, and that we may always repopulate the species.”

Suifirez was prowd of the new lah and said that it was true,
thai be had pald fir mest of the construction costs, He said the
L had dumped 20- fo 3. million hatchlings fnta the water in
the months of fuly throwgh September! He said that the
Depart- ment of Fisheries had checked on this number,

It is prazibbe that Sudrer misspoke himself, Officinls at the
Drepartment of Fisheries sald they bad no such daiz. And, in
late Movember, one high ranking Hologlst lnvalved with the
lab admitted thar it o nof been fiactioning when §was there,
Hir seid be expectod i fe open by February or March,

Suirez was quite specific about the October arribazin, He
said that while armibazdnes are always larger from July through
Seplember, some SO0 Ridieys had lnid their eggs oo the beach
in Owiober. Again, this {5 somewhat at odds with mforma-
e received fnom the Department of Fisheries, In labe Mov-
amibes, officials there sald tbere had been no October
arribazim.

Peopie [ know amd trust were on the beach ar Escobilla
during the entire menth of Oetober. The moon entered s last
quarber twage and the winds blew in the sea and, for the first
1lime since anyome wha lived rear the baach could remember,
ibere was o October aribamin, Only W million years of evo-
lution going to waste on the beach al Eacohalla



