
Archelon: The largest turtle in history
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W hen we think of turtles, we often picture small, hard-shelled creatures plodding along beaches or gliding through serene

ocean waters. Yet, 70 million years ago, a truly colossal turtle, Archelon, dominated the seas.

This magnificent creature, now long extinct, was the largest turtle ever known. It measured 4.6 m (15 ft) from head to tail,

surpassing any living turtle species by far.
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The first Archelon fossil was unearthed in 1895 in South Dakota. This discovery marked a significant moment in paleontology,

shedding light on a previously unknown giant of the Cretaceous seas. Subsequent findings have provided a more comprehensive

understanding of this extraordinary turtle.

Archelon lived during the late Cretaceous period, a time when dinosaurs like Tyrannosaurus rex roamed the land and giant

marine reptiles ruled the oceans. It was the era of big, scary dinosaurs, and Archelon was no slacker. Among some of the most

famous titans of prehistory, Archelon held its own unique place.

The giant turtle lived in a sea we now call the Western Interior Seaway — a large inland sea that split North America into two

landmasses for 34 million years. Because it was an inland sea, it was shallow. It was also filled with diverse marine life, ranging

from plesiosaurs and mosasaurs to bony fish as well as invertebrates like ammonites and belemnites. Birds (these flying

dinosaurs) were also abundant in the area and probably played a key role in the ecosystem.

Archelon Ischyros on display at the Yale Peabody Museum in New Haven, Connecticut, taken in 1914. The specimen is the largest turtle ever to be known, measuring 13 feet in

length (4 meters).
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In its prime, Archelon must have been a formidable presence in the Cretaceous oceans. Its size alone would have deterred many

potential predators, although it likely faced threats from massive marine reptiles such as mosasaurs. Despite these dangers,

Archelon thrived in a dynamic and often perilous ecosystem.

Archelon lived here.
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Unlike today’s leatherback turtles, however, Archelon wasn’t well adapted to the open ocean. It had weaker arms and was a less

powerful swimmer — it preferred the shallower, calmer waters of the Western Interior Seaway. It would have been able to swim

the open waters, but not for very long distances.

The turtle likely hunted and was a fierce predator itself.

The turtle’s beak-like mouth was another remarkable feature. Equipped with strong, scissor-like jaws, Archelon could feed on a

variety of marine organisms, including mollusks, crustaceans, and possibly even jellyfish. Its diet likely played a crucial role in its

ability to sustain its enormous size.

Archelon’s reign likely ended around 74 million years ago, a few million years before the mass extinction event that wiped out

the dinosaurs. The exact cause of its extinction remains unclear.

The giant turtle may have been a victim of global tectonics — the slow movement of continents in geological time. Although it’s

not clear why it went extinct, paleontologists speculate that it could have been connected to the change of the sea in which it

lived. As the seaway progressively moved southwards, Archelon may have not been able to keep up with it. It became harder and

harder to take care of its eggs and became more vulnerable to predators as its habitat changed.

However, changing water temperatures may have also played a role in the demise of the turtle.

Restoration of Archelon. Image credits: Nobu Tamura.
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Studying ancient giants like Archelon is important for several reasons. Firstly, it helps us understand the evolutionary history of

reptiles and their adaptations over millions of years. By examining the physical characteristics and ecological roles of extinct

species, scientists can trace the development of modern reptiles and their ancestors.

Secondly, fossils like those of Archelon provide evidence of past environmental conditions. The study of these fossils can reveal

information about ancient climates, sea levels, and ecosystems, contributing to our understanding of how Earth’s environment

has changed over time.

Finally, learning about prehistoric creatures like Archelon inspires a sense of wonder and curiosity about the natural world. These

ancient giants remind us of the vastness of Earth’s history and the incredible diversity of life that has existed on our planet.

There’s a lot we don’t know about past (and present) life on Earth. But science is helping us understand it more and more with

each passing day.

Thanks for your feedback!

This story originally appeared on ZME Science. Want to get smarter every day? Subscribe to our newsletter and stay ahead with

the latest science news.

The importance of studying ancient giants
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Spoilers are ahead for Turtles All the Way Down.

Discussions of the main character's experiences with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), including intrusive thoughts

(obsessions) and compulsions, as well as the treatment she seeks to help manage her OCD.

The phrase "Turtles All the Way Down" is a metaphor that connects to the problem of infinite regress, emphasizing Aza's

experience with intrusive thoughts and OCD.

Aza's experiences living with OCD and anxiety are portrayed in the movie adaptation, which chronicles her difficulty in

finding relief from her own anxious mind and managing her symptoms.

The film doesn't promise a magical solution to Aza's anxiety disorder, but instead highlights her journey to manage her

symptoms and promises that she does have a whole future ahead of her.

When John Green's Turtles All the Way Down was released in 2017, readers were baffled by the book's peculiar title. For

newcomers, the movie's title is similarly cryptic. Although Turtles All the Way Down features a lizard-like New Zealand reptile

called the tuatara, it doesn't feature any literal turtles. Instead, the movie and book's title is something much more metaphorical.

Director Hannah Marks' adaptation centers on Aza Holmes (Isabela Merced), a teenager who lives with obsessive-compulsive

disorder (OCD). Often, Aza grapples with intrusive thought spirals, especially where the very idea of the human microbiome is

concerned.

Performing the related compulsions only provides temporary relief from said anxiety...

One of Aza's most persistent and all-consuming intrusive thoughts stems from her anxiety about being diagnosed with C. diff. To

cope with the obsessive thought spiral, she performs compulsions — namely, cleansing the never-fully-healed callus on her

finger in an effort to drain out any trace of life-threatening C. diff. Although Aza knows that her spirals are irrational, OCD is an

anxiety disorder; there's no way to think her way out of the barrage of intrusive thoughts. Performing the related

compulsions only provides temporary relief from said anxiety, thus perpetuating Aza's harrowing experiences with her OCD.

Continue reading
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