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My solo journey to KT started on the evening of 10th June, on the 2030 hour express bus ride via the Grik-Jeli highway. It indeed took 10 hours to reach the destination compared to a 12-hour journey if one were to take the route via Kuantan to KT. My arrival in KT was at 0800 hours at the town’s bus-stand instead.

I met up with the other two members of the Slot D team. Then we boarded a taxi to the university campus and checked in at the SEATRU house.  We had breakfast at the cafeteria before the two other members of the team from Singapore arrived.  We were given a briefing session about our duties at Chagar Hutang and about the turtles. We left the campus by van to the Kuala Merang Jetty for a boat ride at 1300 hours.  The boat arrived and we waited for the men to go for their afternoon prayers before leaving the place around 1330 hours.

The sea was calm with bright sunshine that afternoon and the boat ride was a smooth and great one docking us at Coral Bay Resort to transit to Si Penyu to get us over to CH.  The sea water along this shores was crystal clear that we could actually see the sandy bottom of the beach and the different blue hues combined with the good sunlight made the sea very picturesque!  The feelings just couldn’t resist jumping into it for a dip in that crystal clear sea.
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SUNRISE ON CHAGAR HUTANG BAY 12 JUNE 2001

Si Penyu’s ride to CH took another 15 minutes and we landed on CH bay at 1445, tranquil, sunny and along with the rythymic sea waves.  The one regulation to respect for the conservation program of SEATRU is no boats allowed at the bay after 1500 hours everyday. The reason is those turtles expected to land after sunset will be around the shoreline of the bay by that time and noise pollution and too much of human activities will tend to drive them away. The first understanding of the giant sea turtle is that they are a species of very sensitive and shy sea creatures, with the main predator, the Homo sapiens, we humans.

Our undergraduate Research Assistant, Pauline, introduced us to Research Assistants, Mahadi and Aziz from Penang.  The two guys are very experience in watching the sea turtles, sighting their landings with good night visions.  We checked in our respective dormitory of a atap styled Malay house, had our meals for lunch, rested, chat and followed by dinner, cleaning up and showers.

The campsite consists of the main wooden huts and the kitchen area, situated just by a fresh water stream where the source of our drinking and cleaning water is flowing down. Just behind the kitchen area lays the organic plot for vegetables. As the organic farmer has left the camp to return to his own farm, the plot there was not very productive even though one could see vegetables and herbs growing. They are not nutritive looking with signs of chlorosis .  Then we have two gas stoves to prepare meals, a sink to clean up the dishes and a washbasin for our hand washes and teeth brushing. Situated just next to two showers where we practice to love the environment by using everything organically prepared, the soap for body and hair, the washing powder and the dish detergent! They are just coconut oil based products for CONSERVATION of the ecosystem there. Conveniently there are three toilets of the squatting type, clean and well maintained by all the users. Here we do not use toilet tissues to wipe as that will accumulate enough to clot up the pipelines with the slower rate of degradation. We were encouraged to use water and soap to clean ourselves after our nature calls. I am a city dweller and for the first time I paused just before I did my ‘call’ in order to think how to clean up myself after it! In my true opinion it meant a question! It is seriously my ever first real campsite stay for 7 days so close to Nature. No regrets for a try and good experience since I made up my mind last July 2000. 

As the first Monday evening slipped into darkness just when we finally had our dinner, the guys started to light up those dim kerosene lamps. We got ourselves washed and wore the attires suitable for the night out on the beach, insect repellent sparingly applied on the exposed skin areas, sleeping bags or sarongs or wind jacket, binoculars, cameras and torch-lights. Each of us were also given a piece of plastic sheet to make the base of our ‘bed’ on the beach where we all spent our nights watching turtle landings and if we really need to just sleep off when we got tired for the night. Having laid oneself down to stare upon the starry skies above Redang Island brought calm thoughts, a good way of unwinding also for all those times that we hadn’t got a chance to do so in the reality of life in the cities we came from. The stillness of the night with the hypnotic sounds of the sea waves running up the shoreline to high tide and subsiding into low tide as time passed on can easily make a person fell into deep sleep. Admiring the dark starry skies with the music of nature is what one would experience only on the beach of a million stars hotel on Redang Island!    

While we waited through the night for turtle landings, my teammate and I were counting the meteorites that passed the Earth’s re-entry and burnt off as faint shooting stars. At least these had kept us busy and awake the whole shift while we also conversed and exchanged cultural experiences of the Far East and the West. With these right topics and chemistry of communicating we not only learn about the sea turtle conservation, but it was a good soul searching moment and a motivating situation for each of us.

Adjusting to night vision was not an easy task. Every one of our capabilities varied with time. With the aid of binoculars, most of us could not differentiate between a rock or a turtle on the beach as we were not familiar with the settings of the beach from sectors 1 to 34. So the research assistants needed to alert most of us to get familiarised with our vision adjustments.
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A HAWKSBILL TURTLE RELEASED BACK TO THE SEA AT MID DAY.
Second night, 12 June, was a magnificent moment for all of us when my group went on patrol with a research assistant and we found a Hawksbill turtle nesting near sector 32-34. Then one of us ran to alert the others to help capture the turtle after her nesting rituals completed before she rushes back into the sea. It was her first landing on the beach, as she was not tagged on both her front flippers. Everyone in the team was busy and excited with the new turtle and we captured her temporarily in a rectangular structure. To her fear, she panicked and started knocking the planks so badly that some parts broke and she managed to climb up to look over the box! So we tried to calm her and our French teammate was nice enough to fetch some seawater and he tried to wet her carapace and then covered her head with the wet cloth and made her calm. That night those few gentlemen and I moved from the beach to the SEATRU camp entrance and we slept just next to the box where the turtle was. That was to make she we would not miss or she might 'escape' back into the sea or worse she hurt herself by knocking again.  It took a lot of kind and passionate feelings.
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HAWKSBILL TURTLE RETURNING TO SEA.
Morning had arrived and the boat left for the village to make a phone call back to KUT to inform Mr. Liew and Dr. Chan if they were interested to get to CH and have a look. By afternoon when the news came to CH that they were preferably waiting for the other female Hawksbill turtle (PRINCESS) to come back for another nesting in order to fix the satellite on her back, this turtle was tagged and released back to sea by Slot D and the research assistants.

Every one of us did our daily activities after breakfast, our hourly beach patrolling to check out the main predators of eggs and hatchlings, the protected species of beach monitor lizards. They live here in the virgin forest behind CH Bay. We checked on signs of ant trails that might be digging through the nests around, destroying the eggs or hatchlings beneath, trying to emerge from the sand and also the strong claws of the lizards disturbing the nests at the quiet end of sector 1 to 13. Here are usually the hotspots for the turtles landing to nest. Aside from the beach surveillance, we were given ample time for our daily recreations like swimming, snorkeling, ’hammocking’ , watching the sea, the tourist boats came in to snorkel or diving and sea turtles mating. 

Sea turtle mating is another ritual of continuation of their life cycle. Without this, we will not be here trying to save the future generations of endangered turtles, we would not get a chance to see them land and nest as well. The mating process of turtles happen in the deeper corner of the sea, usually at the cooler hours of the day and it is also possible to happen at other warmer times of the day. The sperms are stored in the female turtle body and to fertilise the ovums in quantities that is controlled by the female. When the eggs formed and ready to be laid and nested they will come to the shores of Redang Island. When this is done, they will produce batches of eggs with the stored sperms in their body. One turtle will be able to nest a few times in each season. 

In the evening the research assistants took us to the beach to show us how to do nest analyses on hatchlings, hatched eggs, unhatched eggs with deformed fetuses or dead eggs.

It was already mid of the week, ‘castaway’ on CH that most of us had gotten used to Nature’s way of life. Night vision………….well…most of us still getting familiar with it but we tend to fall asleep quite easily at this time of the week! We still have Mahadi, Mann and Pauline to cover our duties if we were to be asleep. Having seen many of the Green turtles nesting on CH beach for the past nights, we have recognised the sequence of their ritual already. It starts off with the landing, when a mother turtle leaves the sea water, follows by crawling up the beach from the shoreline to find a suitable spot. When the spot is located, the turtle will start to flip sand with the front flippers in which this is call body pitting. This will complete to be followed by the next, the back flippers digging the egg chamber. When the egg pit is ready, the turtle will prepare herself the energy for depositing eggs, which she could at one time lay up to over a hundred eggs. The egg-depositing organ is right at the bottom of her tail, which is well lubricated with a continuous flow of clear and slippery gel-like secretion. Eggs start to drop from the opening as she takes deep breathes at intervals throughout the process. Her exhalation sounds like a gust of air used to clear dust from a piece of machinery, to say it a heavy exhaling. When the eggs are finished, the turtle will start to cover the egg chamber by flipping in sand with the pair of back flippers. This could take up to forty minutes or more. When the egg chamber has been carefully covered, follows by sand bathing (we also call this as 'sand storm' when the turtle nested so near to our sleeping area that the sand will be thrown to our side as well!) with her front flippers, the turtle will then turn her body to make her way back to   sea and starts to crawl down the beach, taking her time in between pauses after her tiring episode of depositing her eggs. As she drags her body down the beach she leaves behind a trail of her flipper marks. These trails show details of the turtle's landing and then she leaving the nest. The difference between a landing trail and the trail back to the sea is that in between the flipper marks; there is a dip straight line on the latter trail. This line is indeed marked by the egg-depositing organ that may have lowered down after the process. These informative marks along the beach tell the observers if the same turtle has landed and returned to sea. She may have just landed and then due to physical disturbance she sensed, she will just return to sea, without depositing her eggs or make her way to a more suitable spot. There was one night after the first half week of our patrolling that a turtle landed on the beach but she changed her nesting spot for at least four times before she finally got satisfied to nest about 5 meters away from her first body pit! At the end of her crawl down the shoreline again we have to mark down her time to the final of her nesting duration.

Throughout the ritual of nesting, we collected data in the form of timing, measurements, tagging, labelling the pit and physical observations for the turtle and nest. If growths were found on the turtle's carapace or any part on the soft body, we would remove the parasites from the turtle before she makes her way back to the sea again. 

This volunteer program brought us round the island's visit and snorkelling trip on the 13th June 2001, on a Wednesday morning. From the North of Redang, we left in Si Penyu towards the west of the island to two other turtle nesting bays, Mak Kepit and Mak Simpan, taken care of by the local fishermen. The clear seawater is rich with hordes of Anchovies, jumping across the seawater as our boat passed. The reflections of the sunlight made the 'flying' Anchovies looked like groups of silvery needles dropping into the aquamarine water. We managed to pass one swimming sea turtle too. Soon the boat brought us to Pulau Pinang Marine Park at south of Redang Island. There was already a big crowd of snorkellers in the clear water rich with a growth of multi colour corals and fishes. We had managed to swim to the shipwreck with rich colourful corals and fishes swimming happily around it.  As time was limited for us, we further proceeded to another snorkelling spot on Pulau Lima in deeper water. There I had my turn to feed the fish while my snorkel partner took pictures of me with the group of fishes under water. He suggested that we swam further off from the boat to view the deeper side of the coral island and we swam with no hesitation admiring the changing coral species and fishes while the usual group was around the boat as two of my team mates were not keen. 

[image: image4.jpg]



GREEN TURTLE SWIMMING IN CHAGAR HUTANG BAY; PICTURED BY OLIVIER SARRAT.
We witness a shark and large clown fish and sea anemones among the corals beneath and here the depth is greater than the jump off point near the island. After having swam far enough we decided to swim back towards the boat. I was swimming some distance from my snorkel partner. He was actually attacked by a Triggerfish, one of those ferocious fish that guard the sea when they nest. He was trying to dive down but was chased by this fish all the way up the surface and it did not stop attacking and he kept on kicking to fight back the fish. I did swim pass the fish above the surface before but did not think that it was the ferocious type of fish.
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SLOT D 11-18 JUNE 01 MARINE PARK BEACH, REDANG ISLAND.
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ONE OF THE CORNERS ON TURtLE ROCK, CHAGAR HUTANG BAY.
During the evening, we trekked to Batu Penyu on the right corner or Tanjong Tokong.  We stopped over at most corners to have a photo session of our team, with Mann as our guide for the walk. The evening sun was intensely warm and humid from the evaporation and reflections of the sea. This had never stopped us to proceed our trekking for the hour and a half.
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CLEAR AQUAMARINE WATER AND BEAUTIFUL CORALS OF REDANG.

before we return to our campsite to prepare a dinner for everyone. Olivier and I, together with our Singaporean girls, Keng and Cheng, helped out to prepare a French style dinner with garlic roast chicken in a stove heated oven, purée tomato and some mashed potatoes as well. That evening everyone had enjoyed a delicious dinner before we got ourselves prepared again to spend our night on the beach guarding our turtle landings and nesting.  It was quite a busy day and most of us were exhausted. Some of us dozed off for the night as a million stars and meteorites watched over the dark night sky, while the turtles passed some of us when they emerged from the sand as new hatchlings. It was only discovered the following daybreak when someone saw a trail of 'fine prints' on the sand, just next to their sleeping place on the beach.

It was a night with good weather and the sky was full of sparkling stars. Both Olivier and I stayed up to chat and as we did, we admired the beauty of the night sky on the island. At the very same time we are watching the beach on both corners to detect turtle landings, while the other group that we both splitted from was on the other corner. We communicated by walkie-talkie. One very interesting thing to do was to count the shooting stars that passed the dark night sky. We managed to watch 6 shooting stars that night through. The beach was busy with lots of landings and by 0100-0200, our group of four at this corner had to take a rest. I slept on the beach next to the watchtower as Mahadi and Olivier occupied the tower. Calvin had a mosquito coil to burn just near me and I was quite safe from mosquitoes' attacks!

Thursday morning was a serene morning, as the sky was covered with clouds hiding away the sun over CH bay. The first half of the team with Calvin, Cheng and Swee Keng were away to visit the Kampung folks over in Berjaya Redang, where Mahadi and Aziz families reside. Pauline and Aziz were busy with data collected on previous days. The camp was very quiet. As the weather permitted, both of us went for our 'bay survey', meaning to snorkel and view the corals and fishes off the CH Bay. Olivier and I conquered the Tg. Tokong corner as we swam until the float mark of the bay where some turtles mate at this point. At the bottom here most of the corals were dead and the bottom is barren with soft sand. In the shallower locations of this corner scattered across the base of the sea are some varieties of colourful corals. We swam out to the far end of the sea and while snorkelling, we manage to see a sea turtle swam gracefully as it waded smoothly its flippers. I was out taking pictures of the corals and Olivier offered to dive down and swam nearer to the turtle to snap a good picture of it. To me it was one of those first ever feeling of excitement to have a chance to swim alongside a sea turtle, a real life experience in my entire life ever! Having at the same time seeing my snorkel partner, swam below to catch a good picture for me. It was a real pleasurable moment that I will keep in my heart.
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FISHES SWIMMING ABOVE BEAUTIFUL CORALS

This night was a stormy night out in the sea. We could see no stars in the cloudy, gloomy-orangey night sky. Out there in the sea we heard the rain had fallen but it had not come down on our beach. The scary sounds of the storm and lightning made the other team on the far end ran back to the campsite. With the drizzling started in the total darkness and the eerie beach, we returned to campsite. After having our supper, we checked that the rain had not made it so we took our gears out at the beach again to continue our surveillance of turtle landings.

Friday morning, after breakfast we were going to the village. We were 3 to go for the morning’s boat ride to Berjaya Redang. The weather had been rainy and the sea was wavy with that somber deep blue hue and grayish sky. When we arrived at the other side of the island the drizzling seemed to have paused and the tempting light clear marine blue sea and the soft white sand beneath was the first attraction as we docked on a floating jetty. My teammate could not resist and had suddenly jumped into the sea for a quick dip while he attracted the others along the jetty to respond to the sound of the big 'splash'. After walking Aziz back to his home, we both went for a refreshing drink at a stall and later strolled around the village to admire the life, the voices of children playing and poultry roaming freely in a typical kampung scene.

It is a small but well organised village, with neatly arrange rows of terrace houses, a few scattered but built along the same row of kampung houses. The road led us to a cemetery yard at the end of the village and behind is a sloppy hill that we both trekked up. My teammate got the idea of taking a wide-angle shot of the panoramic view of the village from where we stood on the hill. While he was setting up his camera, I took off my T-shirt and just got my swimming suit on to catch a good tan from the hillside as the sun was out again. We started to talk about culture and of the future. As we did that I started to write my diary that I had missed out for that past few days about life as a volunteer and about the Chagar Hutang. Life there has not been tiring, even though I have to bear with very irregular sleeping patterns. I still managed some five hours' of sleep, quality sleep, on the first few nights when the beach was not too busy with landings and then we were still new to what we were doing. There was much of a shift patrolling then until the landings were very frequent as the days went. That was the peak landing time of the season usually.  Olivier brought along his Indian flute and I enjoyed the serene music of it that went well, where I got my inspiration of writing my diary.

In the afternoon, we had our lunch of local Malay cooking. Time was nearing the afternoon Friday prayers for the village folks. We returned to the resort for a swim on its beautiful and clean white beach. We took a long swim from the end of the jetty to the rocky end of the fine sandy-bottomed sea on the other far end of the bay. There we managed to see some huge colourful fish swimming and playing among the rocks. Soon it had started to drizzle again. The drizzling rain had turned to bigger drops while we were waiting for Mahadi to reach the jetty to bring us back to CH. We left the beach and waited in the speedboat as the rain fell. Mahadi came and we left about 1430 instead and Olivier tried to maneuver the boat all the way back in the choppy sea. That evening's weather was cloudy with not a star seen and out in the sea was the storm. It did rain a little while but the storm did not really reach the bay after we retreated to our campsite. We went back to do our patrolling and also to sleep on the beach. We had to do an earlier shift for the patrolling and  slept longer due to our tiredness.
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POTRAIT TAKEN BY OLIVIER SARRAT ON SUNDAY NIGHT.
Next day while enjoying our breakfast, one of our teammates she discovered that there were 2 monitor lizards, feasting on some new hatchlings approaching from the sand beneath the marked nests around sectors 31-33, just at the far corner outside the camp. We managed to chase them away and rescued the remainder. The day passed just as leisurely with whatever we fancied to do, like taking hammock naps, swimming, sun bathing, writing and so on, while the patrol routine went on. The evening arrived and passed dinner, we got ready to go to the beach again. This night we had divided ourselves to three groups due to the hectic landings the night before. I did not manage to sleep much but was keen of staying awake to observe the beach for landings. By this time my eyes had got a little adjusted to night vision. Olivier and I kept alert to survey the beach with our binoculars every 5 minute, from one end to the other in order not to miss any landings! We volunteered the second shift from 0300 to 0600 hours.
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THIS POSE WAS TAKEN BY OLIVIER TO TRY HIS CAMERA ON SHADOWS IN

THE WATER.  TAKEN ON 16 JUNE 2001 EVENING.


When we were seated near the front of the Si Penyu camp, and were busy chatting the night away, suddenly we discovered a sea turtle getting so close from behind us and came from nowhere, but had started to sandpit. So we kept silent and waited to see what she was going to do. She had changed pits for two times and at last on her third pitting, she started her rituals and we both waited and noted each step into the log forms. By this time Mahadi walked up to us and had called me to walk the beach with him on the other end to check if there were landings. It was about 0400 to 0500 hours already. 

At sectors 33 to 34, Mahadi and I stumbled upon a Hawksbill bodypitting towards the end of the nesting process. She was staring at us and we too in a suprised reaction. Without wasting time as the Hawksbills would not take as much time compared to the Greens on going back to the sea after nesting. I ran nearly half the beach's length back to Olivier and told him to help me locate Aziz and Calvin as soon as possible to help at the far end to capture the turtle, the second Hawksbill landing for the week. Olivier had to leave me to observe the last few steps of the nesting process of the previous Greenback turtle. It was a little scary to be all by myself in total darkness on this end of the beach. I had to make myself busy checking on the nesting turtle more frequently as the time passed by and morning was going to approach soon when the sky had a little light on the East. She was slow on her sandbathing and managed to complete and returned to sea only after daybreak at 0645 hours. By that time our 2 other volunteers had waken up and they managed to catch a good picture of the sea turtle making her way back to the ocean.

Sunday was rather another quiet day near to the end of the slot’s job for the week. It was a leisure day to pass with the group writing autographs, leaving their writings in the campsite’s autograph book for year 2001, we, signing our mark on each others’ T-shirts and started to pack up our rucksacks. Breakfast was roti canai.  Mr. Liew and Dr. Chan were informed that we had captured another Hawksbill. Our day's routine started off right after our meal.


Mr. Liew arrived about noon to fix the satellite on the carapace of the turtle. We helped and also witness the whole process and captured it on video and digital cameras. The carapace of the turtle was first cleaned with sandpaper to remove the sea moss and other growth on it. It is further dried by some alcohol solution. Then an elastomer base was formed on the carapace by applying some chemicals to bond on it. When the base was dried, the satellite box was fixed on it and held firm by applying a few layers of fiberglass on top of it. Before releasing the turtle back to sea, the two salt-water contacts on the box were opened so that the batteries in it will be rechargeable. Mr. Liew joined us for lunch and Mahadi cooked fish curry.

The night not many landings occurred. There were only three successful landings and one had returned to sea. When the others started their shift, Olivier and I retired off at 0400 hours. We went back to the site and each of us had a hammock to rest ourselves shortly before daybreak. Not too bad, even the sleep was a short one but I managed a good rest.

By this last day of our mission, most of us had a heavy heart to leave Chagar Hutang after having lived some 8 days as our home in the Nature. Even we did not mentioned too much of our feelings, but each of us was a little emotional that we have to go our own ways very soon. Our boat, Si Penyu was ready just before 0930 hours that sunny morning. We bade our farewell to Aziz and Mahadi led the boat off the bay, passing schools of Anchovies and Olivier managed to see a Swordfish on our ride to Coral Redang Resort for a boat transit back to Merang.

We had lunch at one of the food stalls at the jetty when the van arrived. We met with the new slot of members and had a short conversation to share with them our experience the week before. After they board their boat, we were driven back to the campus for de-briefing and we bought some Seatru souvenirs to bring back with us. Mr. Liew drove us to town and dropped us off. 

Calvin did not join us after that, but we stayed on for tea, shopping, sight-seeing in town and visited the cultural market. Olivier and I bought our bus tickets respectively. For the last meal of the day, we had chosen seafood dinner at a restaurant near Pantai Batu Buruk, some 10 minutes walk from the bus terminal in town.   

We took a stroll back to the bus terminal and met up with Calvin again. We spent the last of the few minutes as a team chatting and waited for our respective departure time. At 2030 hours, I bade all of them farewell and left for my bus to go back to Ipoh followed by the 2 Singaporeans at 2045 hours. As the bus started to leave, I was wondering when will there be another chance for the five of us to be teammates again? To Chagar Hutang and Slot D volunteers, à bientôt. 

[image: image11.jpg]* N . .W. ;V‘L T ?
! ; .F Palbgd~"
- ol LT »
% OHAGAR HUTANG, PREDATR
SEATRYFlld staion

R ERERGOANY -,





THE ENTRANCE OF THE CAMPSITE OF CHAGAR HUTANG BAY.

Here's a poem written by Mr. Mahadi that he shared with us during our stay at CH…………


Pulau Redang pulau yang indah


Di Teluk Kalung tempat berkelah


Pasir Panjang tempat yang indah


Ada chalet sewanya murah

Di Teluk Kalung tempat berhimpun

Suka mandi berenang dengan pelampung

Air dalam nampak semunjung

Sarang burung dan telur penyu

Hasil temurun datuk nenek dulu

Tubuhnya koperasi bertambah maju

Setahun sekali yang bagi untung

Taman samudera di Pulau Redang

Bermacam jenis ada bunga karang

Ramai pelancong datang mengunjung

Datang ke mari keliling kampung                    



Nampak rumah indah tersusun

Bot pelancong sudah sedia di Kuala Merang

Tempat menanti……………….
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FISHES OF REDANG
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ME AND MR. SARRAT AT THE DE-BRIEFING IN SEATRU HOUSE.
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CALVIN, SWEE KENG AND CHENG IN SEATRU HOUSE.
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SCHOOL OF FISHES SWIMMING , PULAU LIMA, REDANG.
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