By Andrew D. Gentry

ea turtles are among the most globally recogrized and

well studiad of all the reptiles, weat thelr evolution remains a

mystery, Recent studias show that many extingt specias of
narine-adapted turtles may not even be melaled o the sea
furtles abve today. |1 sppears, in fact that disparate claces of
turtles have independentty evolved to ive in the sea at diferent
fimas, developing features such a5 paddie-like mbs and
hydrodynamic shells. Datermining which of these convergent
evaiutionary lineages gave fise 1o modarn sea turtles has heen
the subject of rigorous scentific study for centuries,

The earliest fiossil turtle widely considered to be adapted far
rearne lite i Odontochalys semifesiacen, B spacies thal lived
In shalicw, nearshiore habitats off the coast of China some
220 million years aga. While it lacked a complate shall andd well
daveloped lippers, malecular studies of its fossil remains reveal
sotope signatures mearly identical to the modem green turtle,
ndicating that Odontochels likely fed on marine plants.
Recearchers have speculated that Odonfochelys may have
Ipraged on algag, much like & modem Galdpagos marine iguana,
Aging its clawes Lo cling to submerged rocks,

Mearly 70 million years laler, during the Late Jurassic,
another group of twriles called tholossochelvdions began o

This tpsslized shell of Ustace cofemonorom, A newly discowarad axting spacies of leatherback wurtle, was fourd in Alabama. L5 A, ©
A preserved masaic af bomy assicles makas up ihe feasized shell of & newty discovened axling kamerback etk Lakees coksmanarim

invade the marine realm In what i5 now western and central
s diverse group also shows maringe featuras such as
reduced shells and enlarged salt glands, b, like Odorfochelys,
alzo lacked tha nigid fllppers required for life in the sea

Iowrand the end of the Age of Dinasaurs, highly specialized
maring forms known as prodoslegics appeared in the fossil
record and guickly spread argund the ghobe, This group includes
the masshve Archalon, which reached lengths of owver 12 feat and
weighed more than a ton, Although protostegids possessed
rmary of the same marine adaptatons a5 modearn leatherbacks,
there is nio sclentific consensus on their relatedness

The global cataclysm &6 million years ago that ended the
reign of dincsaurs also claimed protostegids; however, a
separate lineage called chelonioids marsged to survive the
Cretaceous-Palesgene mass extingtion, Ower the course of
millicns of years, chelonisids evelved, spreading around the
gizbsa and diversifying into the iconic keatherback and hard-
snelled sea turtle species wa know today
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