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Turtles, All the Way Down

                                                                                                             Kenny Dessain

I. Onto the Shore

“The noticing you can do nothing about.

It’s the balancing that shakes my mind.”

                                       ____Norman Maccaig (Collected Poems, 1990)

 I’m sitting in a palapa’d parapet on a rock promontory over the Pacific, a soft sea breeze soughing over the sounds of the nighttime surf.  Down the beach mother sea turtles (caguamas) may be crawling out to deposit loads of soft but tough-skinned, ping-pong ball-sized eggs in the sand.  Maybe later I will go out to see, or check for tracks in the morning. I don’t know exactly why or how preservation has come along this coast to the sea turtles, and not to equally endangered species like the giant squid, the much-maligned shark and countless other over-fished marine life, but I’m glad it has. I vote for everything to be protected, or let be as much as possible.  Yet nuzzling squid or embracing baby sharks is not something I can feel inside the way I’m drawn to coddling tiny turtles or sitting with their mammoth mothers in the starlit sands. 

This month I’ve come to Maruata, Michoacan, one of Mexico’s first preserves, with over twenty years under its fenced vivero (nursery), to find out more about these creatures and the culture of protecting them.  Very quickly I’m persuaded that the long stretches of beach where they nest, prey to predators and poachers, can accommodate many helpers.  One night with these pregnant ladies, and I have no idea why turtle tracking doesn’t join bird watching among the fastest-growing conservation-minded pastimes of choice in the world. 

Turtle reserves in Mexico, according to a New York Times by-line (McKinley, 11/19/2004), are “going swimmingly.”  The eight remaining species of these archaic creatures, reported to be over a hundred million years old, somehow caught the national imagination in the Eighties, after the newly completed Pan- American highway brought petal-to-the-metal turtle removal from the littoral, hauling them away live in semis.  Maruata was only a small fishing camp when the road came.  It rapidly spun through a few years of wholesale slaughter and into conservation recoil.  First came a few concerned Mexican biologists from the capital, urging respect for the established laws restricting rampant exploitation of this slow-moving game.  Protection arrived in spades about the same time under the leadership of a certain “Kimo”, an American Capitan Tortuga who, by various local accounts, organized the fishermen to run off the outside poachers, convinced them that tortuga protection was the long range answer, and brought in the Mexican Army, by truck, boats and planes, to enforce it.  Coordinate with his intervention, a college in the state capital, La Universidad de Morelia San Nicolas de Hidalgo, entered the fray and sent in students and cognoscenti by the busloads. 

 The movement broadened, until by 1990 the entire Mexican Republic was declared to be turtle friendly. The Times writer was quick to credit this national effort with the resurgence of the seven endangered sea turtle species, especially the three that nest on the west coast – the Olive Ridleys (Golfinas), Pacific Blacks (Negras) and the rare mammoth Leatherback (Laúd), which can weigh a ton.

.  
A Google search in .28 seconds yields over a million, two hundred thousand entries on sea turtles, and reveals in the first couple of pages the number of reserves to be about two-dozen and growing on the eight thousand miles of Mexican coastline.  They come in all flavors.  Two hours south of us, at Mexiquillo, the last consistent nesting beach for the giant Laúd, is a remote beach, patrolled by the army, with public access at night prohibited.  Another quarantined reserve is Escobilla, in Oaxaca, where soldiers attend the 28 day lunar-cycle arribadas (arrivals) of more than a thousand Golfinas on the same night, blanketing the beach like a pegboard grid of dark spots digging down.  The Marinos then have to guard the beach for seven days, until the embryos are too far developed for the eggs to be worth poaching.  Other reserves look on the web like window dressing for tourist Shangri-las, like the Estrella del Mar in Mazatlan, where you “come to play and plan to stay” (and if that’s not enough of a clue what to do, their international number is 1-800-PAR GOLF).  After the back nine you can sip a Margarita and appreciate the work of the tireless and pedigreed marine biologist somewhere down the shore at the sanctuary.  There’s even a place south of Acapulco where you can wander in the buff with turtles in heart and mind - the clothing-optional retreat at Zipolite.        

For now I’m on the Michoacan coast, which has been thoroughly infected by the “keep out the Hoteleras, we can do it!” spirit, and is now all reserve, with a half a dozen hatchling nurseries scattered among its Nahuatl coastal villages.  This one at Maruata may offer the closest accommodation of reserva, swimming-friendly beach cove and backpacker tourist infrastructure, so I’m here scouting for a family arribada for la Navidad, and for some free time watching beached caguamas.

 The next day I stroll over to the protection station.  It’s a young Nahuatl woman and baby, her husband Jubencio – “Conchi” asleep in the hammock.  Beside him is a laundry tub of hatchlings, moving fins and craning their necks to get to the depths.  Nearby a 50 x 60 Cyclone-fenced encloses a grid of stakes, each recording date and number of eggs buried.  That’s it, plus a number of lumbering tracks leading out of and back into the tide, where the big black mama turtles have come and gone last night.  Conchi awakens to answer a couple of questions, looking himself a little like a captured harbor seal, peering at me through the loose mesh of his hammock.  “Tonight the hatchlings get escorted into the surf…This goes on until the end of December…The gathered eggs are put 70cm below the surface, which is where their mothers put them.”  If I want to know more, come back tonight, his sleepy look tells me.  

The surviving female hatchlings are due (through some magnetic/GPS sensibility in the newborn’s consciousness) to return to this very spot after they reach breeding age, normally in 16 to 25 years.* The tracks on the beach, in fact, verily converge on the little custodial palapa, where the small family is guarding its nativity scene.  I later learn that the woman’s name is, fittingly, Maria Elena (Nena), and the Christ child is really a little girl, Anita, who sometimes walks in pink plastic sandals that emit a rubber-ducky squeal, obviously an alarm if she strays off on a moonless night.  And yes, turtles have come to lay eggs next to their hammock, and also into their open-air kitchen.  I’ll be here for a week, mostly at night, before I realize they also have a three month-old baby girl in their midst.  She coos, sleeps and nurses, but doesn’t seem to care much about crying. 


That night, too late to catch the release, I am back under their roof, and the family is gone.  I run into a European couple camped nearby in a German –made bus they have brought all the way over, by way of Australia.  In the slim moonlight I can barely make out that it is brightly painted with maps and murals of their travels.  I tell them of the two turtles I have just seen hauling their giant bodies – one about a hundred-fifty pounds, the other possibly over two hundred – up and off the shoreline and into the deep sand, to dig large pits with their monster front fins to deposit the eggs into.  We head down the beach to see, with their four year-old daughter Tokyo.  There are flashlights in the bushes near where the two hundred-pounder was headed, and voices behind them dismissing us with casual remarks about the turtle being “abajo”(below).  The German lady wants to question the voices to confirm that they are not poachers, but I think the better of it, having heard that locals reserve some rights to harvest eggs, and also that biologists trying to lay down laws of protection have been run out of town.  It is my first of many encounters with locals where I am quick to identify myself as an amigo de tortugas when the question arises, “es usted biólogo?”  It will take me several nights of turtle duty to appreciate that the voices (coming from their home palapa) couldn’t have been poaching, since it usually takes more than an hour for a mother sea turtle to choose a nest,, dig down and deposit the eggs.

  
We go back to the beach and find the smaller one, apparently headed back to sea.  Tokyo is fascinated but frightened by the size and clumsy appearance of this apparition from the waves.  The rest of us are held in its doe-eyed glance.

The next night I find the velador and family in time to help with the liberación of 265 hatchlings.  As we sit in the dark of the cabaña, they scurry around the laundry tub like rubberized automatons, flapping their fins incessantly in a single-minded scramble for the sea.  The caretaker tells me we will wait another hour before releasing, so I sit and soak in his family scene.  Only an occasional flashlight beam pierces the darkness in search of necessities.  His diminutive wife goes back to the turtle egg pen with their two year-old daughter, carefully pulling newborns out of the sand as their heads emerge.  She is glad for me and Anita to help, and demonstrates with graceful hands in the flashlight’s beam how far to excavate and assist newborns out without disturbing the unhatched eggs below.  

Back under the palapa roof, Conchi is still in the hammock, laughing with another family friend who has slipped onto the blanket in the sand that serves as parlor and, later, under four stakes and a nylon mosquitero pabellon (mosquito-net pavilion), as bedroom.  I don’t catch the jist of all the merriment, but the height of it is obviously the story of his father, back in the major family base, having thrown out the television set, to the consternation of the novella- watchers in the clan.  They laugh endlessly over that one, and keep referring to it from time to time, which yields more eruptions of laughter. The friend, who has the corpulence and slow manner to match these massive reptiles, is called “Caguamo”. 
Finally we scoop up all the flapping caguamitas into a cracked five-gallon bucket and carry them to the water.  Nena waits for an incoming wave and turns the bucket on its side, releasing the turtles into the surf.  As if on cue, a knot of Mexican college student/turistas appears, to help the tortuguitas that get tossed out back into the waves. 

If you think baby turtles have an easy slip into the sea, after clawing with their inch and a half flippers a meter up thorough settled sand and out of the buried womb, then scurrying like cripples over the length from the nest to the shore, imagine this happening to a group of groggy newborns, assuming you could translate it to a human scale and anthropomorhize all the instinctual instructions into a loudspeaker broadcast at an amusement park/Outward Bound training module:

Here we go, kids.  You’ve made it through the thirty-foot Vertical Packed Sand Tunneling and across the Mile-Long Dune Crawl; now the only thing remaining on your triathlon of rides is the Killer Wave Front.  Everyone ready with your arm-flippers, fins and armored wet suits?  Sorry about the weight of the wooden rubber-covered back and breast-plates; we’re working on some new carbon-polyethlene models…  

O.K, now crawl along on your breast-plates, and – lookout!  Here comes a fifty-foot high breaker!  Oh, too bad so many of you got flipped and tossed fifty yards back.  See if you can pole yourself over with one flipper and… whoops, here comes another one!  Get your bearings, ...uh-oh, one of you got grabbed by a sand crab.  Hey, good break on that tackle!  Looked like Emmet Smith….Turn towards the water quickly now, you’ve only got eight or nine seconds before, whoa, there comes a big one – some of you are a hundred yards back, and flailing around like overturned beetles!  Oh, good, that big one flushed a bunch of you off the shore.  And hey, don’t forget, once you’re in the water, to hold your breath for at least a hundred yards, til you get beyond the breakers.  Best of luck, dodging the assembly of baby-gooblers out there…by the way, don’t look for mama; she is long gone, and wouldn’t recognize you anyway. 

That’s what the hatchlings have to go through on the first crack out of the egg.  And even if the little turtle swims free, its mouth isn’t really big enough to chomp much as yet, and it goes fifteen days without eating.  Some say one in a hundred -others, one in a thousand - make it to return to their native beach in 16 to 25 years, as behemoths in slow motion, fining their overweight bodies over the same course, one thump at a time.

  After all the silver dollar-sized black spots are safely in the water, I turn away from the tide, and notice that only one of my pair of flip-flops remains on the newly wetted sands.  I make some noise in characteristic bewilderment, and quick as Puck Nena darts down the beach and snags the other flip-flop just before the next wave carries it out again.

Returning to the hut, I tell Conchi about two turtles I’ve seen back toward the settlement, and he encourages me to guard their nests.  At the first a youth arrives and assumes the demeanor of a turtle protector, which in the dark is not easy to distinguish from a waiting poacher.  He tells me more about the beasts - that the two main kinds here are the negra and the golfina (which I later learn, from a Google search of .020 seconds, are the chelonia agassizzii(Pacific Black) and the lepidochelys olivacea(Olive Ridley).  This next month could also see an arrival of the super giant  dermochelys coriacea(Leatherback), the most endangered, which averages 600-2000 pounds.  In this stretch of Michoacan, especially here at Maruata and at Colola, about 8 km up the coastal highway, are found the only protected beaches in the eastern Pacific where the negra nests.  Down the coast an hour and a half, at Mexiquillo, is that last reliable site for seeing the giant Leatherback laud.  He tells me all this, which leads me to believe that he is not a poacher but a part of the reserva.  Then he says he will watch this one, and I should guard the smaller nest, closer to the shore, which leaves me with a vague suspicion that he could be both.  

 
I am sitting below the second nest when a patrol of soldados approaches, ordering me to put out my dim yellow solar pathway light that I carry, though it is about as bright as a candle and twenty yards from the laying mother turtle.  I manage to convince them that I’m here helping Conchi, but they remain knotted around me, smoking cigarettes, exchanging small talk and shifting the weight of rifles and other gear from one hip/shoulder to the other. My true objective of the moment is to capture in a photo the gentle face of the creature as it heads back into the water - the time, as I have been lectured by the second guardian and the army, when it is safe to approach and flash lights at them without disturbing the nesting process.  But this goal is thwarted by the inertia and mass of the soldiers.  When they leave, I find the turtle has gone as well.  Curiously, they have obstructed me from watching her return, but leave the eggs behind for me (or anyone else passing by this most exposed nest) to dig up.  I report the two nesting locations to Conchi and call it a night.  

By now the nocturnal spookyness and half-mile walk back to the settlement, which has some repute for waylaying the careless gringo, have me shying off this adventure.  The next evening I decide to stay in the company of the caretaker’s brood, but find no one and no hatchlings clawing at the tub sides when I pass.  The night after that I show up and Conchi greets me like an old friend.  When I tell him nothing was happening the night before, he laughs.  Of course there were hatchlings, he says - hanging in the five-gallon bucket. It makes sense, as a caution against roaming animals if the family is off, say, gathering eggs.  This time I hang out with them until 1:30 in the morning, and go out to collect the huevos (quite a job, since the turtle covers them completely before exiting her depression in the sand some four to five feet away from the batch of eggs, buried sometimes a meter down.).  After digging them, , we bury the plastic bag full of huevos in the sand nearby to keep them war. We go to see if there are more nests around to collect, and return for the bag and get them back to the fenced enclosure and re-buried within the half-hour span that they are viable outside their warm bed of sand.  

Because it is Friday night of the weekend of Dia de Revolucion (Nov. 20), there is a large crowd at the fence by the time Conchi digs with his post-hole digger and tucks the eggs in for a forty-five day incubation.  Many bright flashlights (in contrast to the caretaker’s dim bulb) illuminate the scene in the egg yard.  Groups of Mexicanos from the cities are now roaming the beach and surrounding the mothers as they lay.   Conchi nods enthusiastically as I offer to cover the strand back to the camping grounds and caution people about leaving room for the turtles to surface and nest, and especially (as the half-moon is now higher in the sky) to leave their flashlights off until the mothers are finished laying.  After only three nights observing this phenomenon, I am enlisted as a turtle ranger/ tourist guide, instructing as many as two dozen gawkers at a time how to splay out behind the turtle and remain quiet until the digging, heaving and covering is completed.  In this capacity I finally get my photos of the returning turtles’ satisfied faces, although it takes some jockeying to avoid the backgrounds of legs and beach shoes.

 I decide to excavate one nest myself after the mother is gone, and I ask the bunch of onlookers I’ve spent the last hour off and on with to help.  They all throw their hands up, and one exclaims that they could be put in jail for messing with the eggs.  More suspicion in the night.  Since I was guiding the group at another nest while this turtle finished covering up the eggs, I inquire as to the exact location of the huevos, and am pointed to a spot a meter and a half from where the mother crawled out of the hole.  I dig down, fighting the collapsing sand, but find nothing.  

Fatigue at being out here for hours with no supper save the dried fruit I brought and a couple of drinks of the Apple pop Conchi bought now swallows me. I make my way back to the family cabaña.   He is asleep in the pabellon, but Nena is again checking the egg yard with the last glow of their flashlight.  When she sees me, she comes to the edge of the enclosure.  With the cool aplomb of an airline stewardess, she asks “que le ofresca?(how may I be of help?)”.  I tell her I can’t find the eggs in a nest.  She gives me the long, slender “pulla” stick that I have seen them using to probe for eggs, wiping the tip and smelling it after each thrust.  In Conchi’s hands it seems to turn into a seismic instrument, revealing by the resistance of the sand the nesting story.  This I try, to no result, and I return to the reserve somewhat discouraged.  Two muchachos suddenly appear and accompany me to the abandoned nido.  One of them discovers the eggs almost three feet to the side of where I had dug.  “Turtles don’t always leave straight,” is their conclusion.


Back at the hut, Conchi is now awake and ready to renew his patrol, after he and the boys have a cafecito.  For the night we have buttoned up four nests, between 250 and 300 eggs.  One tortuga-watcher commented, “nos dan buen billete”(they’ll pay a handsome price”) for these little white balls, indicating the black market prospects hanging over this scene like a dark moon.  I later learn that there is a good market for these eggs beyond breakfast hunger; they are dried and ground into a powder and sold as an aphrodisiac.  Small wonder that the most insistent poacher over time turns out to be “la gorda” a fat lady who runs a restaurant on the highway, with a steady trucker clientele to consume omelettes and carry eggs to the studs on down the road.  

      Is this reserva an elaborate cover for running a black market in poached eggs?  Not by the number of hatchlings poking their heads out of the egg yard sands daily.  Not by the humble lifestyle I have been privy to in the wall-less cabaña, where the dominant furniture comprises two hammocks and two extruded plastic Mexican chairs – one (propped delicately against a post) with a leg missing, and the other with the seat broken out.  Zen appointments for appreciating the instability and impermanence of life… Not by the condition of Conchi’s tools, cracked bucket, or even the clothes he wears.  I’ve seen him regularly for almost a week now, and he’s always in the same black swim trunks that look to be the gift of a passing tourist.  If he owns a shirt, he’s saving it.  Two nights later, when I hang with him until almost three a.m., I catch him putting on a white golf T, and realize that he’s been saving it for the temperature to dip below 70 degrees.   

       But of course he must have a respectable salary, as the main caretaker of one of the oldest turtle sanctuaries in Mexico, his little hut flanked by a huge, well-lit marine army base.  If you go to Google and write in “sea turtles, Maruata”, you get over a thousand entries, many of them prestigious scientific institutions and international tourism providers.  So what do Conchi  and Nena and their family camp-in-the-sand get per month for dealing with the tourists and the soldiers and the eggs and the poachers?  What’s the reward for working late into the night, every night, sometimes all night?   “800 pesos,” he tells me, a veces 600.”  Fifty-five to seventy-five dollars a month; flashlights not included.  When I tell one of the city tourists, standing amidst Adidas-wearing buddies waving fluorescent lanterns, he shrugs, “no es mal,” like that seems pretty good for around here.  

It’s not that these caretakers, or anyone else in town, is complaining about the costs and rewards of turtle protection.  There are hundreds of turistas here this weekend, and every local seems to be connected with palapa rentals or some other facet of the families-spun cottage industry that covers this coast, and has run off any “hoteleras” and other developers threatening to muscle them aside. You won’t find anyone here but who speaks sincerely of protecting turtles.  Do the locals eat turtle eggs?  It is rumored to be part of the protection scheme, that “elders” have the right to consume a few.  There are turtle eggs in the refri at my rental compound, though the managers are both under forty.  Erwin the aging surfer, who has been around here for eleven years, and whose opinions are as muscle-bound as his surfer’s barrel chest, believes the local men are going prematurely bald from eating too many turtle eggs.  I’m not sure of the methodology involved in that conclusion, though I notice several guys with what looks like a peroxided lock of white hair close to the forehead.  


It’s sunset again, and I’m on the beach, waiting for turtles.  Maybe because the moon is big, headed for full, they don’t start landing until after nine p.m.  It’s Sunday, when most of the weekenders have gone home, but there is still plenty of activity ashore on the night before a national day of rest.  From somewhere in town a “vaquero” movie is blaring – someone who came in with a flatbed truck and large canvas walls to stretch around their makeshift, outdoor, walk-in cine (movie house).  One turtle, close by the rental ramadas, only makes it ten feet before doubling back.  Another climbs a hundred yards out of the water, to where the noise of the vaquero movie is getting more borracho/violento.  She decides not to stay for the ending, and makes a wide circle back to the sea                           


I end up with the biggest mama I’ve yet seen, who pauses five times in her search for a nest.  With nobody else around, I watch her for an hour and a half do her slow dance in the sand and leave me 123 eggs.  First she digs down with the yard-long front flippers, “haciendo cama”(making the bed), or, my favorite, “bahiando”(baying out); then she side-kicks the back flippers that are close together, like a ballerina’s legs, preparing for the egg cavity.  After that, accompanied by much wheezing and “crying”(more like a gurgling exhale of maternal labor), the giant hard shell carapace heaves down in the moonlight, in what I perceive as the ecstatic attitude of birthing.  

It is only the next night, when my European buddies are finally coaxed out to help with the nest collection, and we end up inside a ruined tarpaper shack with a turtle mother, that I begin to appreciate the truly extra-terrestrial spectacle of how the eggs go down.  All that heaving is actually the digging of the pozo and precedes the egg delivery.  The back fins turn into science fiction appendages, shooting down one at a time to dig a cylindrical chamber for the eggs, much as Conchi does with his post-hole digger.  The bottoms of the flippers turn up like hands and carefully scoop out pawfuls, rotating and tossing them aside.  Meanwhile the opposing back flipper is steadying the heavy body above. Then with ponderous dexterity the fins trade functions.  Before the eggs start dropping, the back fins go “on point”, making a tripod with the front flippers while an average of seventy eggs are pooted into the pozo.  After the batch is laid, both back fins cover it over with the warm, moist sand last excavated, before the swimming front flippers throw a mound over the whole affair in the half hour-long salida.


Up until that moment I have been wrestling with the judgment that there is something clumsy, somehow un-evolved (for creatures who are supposed to be older than dinosaurs) about sea turtle morphology and behavior during the hours they come on land.  Scudding all that dead weight around - without so much as a prehensile claw at the fin elbow to assist in locomotion - only to leave the vulnerable offspring to an epic journey that makes the Lord of the Rings saga look by comparison like a walk in the park.  Now I look into the permanently languid eyes of the Mama Prieta and see the reflection of a slow-moving dream, one that served her and hers well for millions of years, until homo sapiens stumbled onto the scene.

II. A truce in the Sand

The following night’s watch is one of those experiences that makes you shake your head and want to crawl inside yourself, like a turtle under attack – only sea turtles don’t have this retractable defense mechanism.  They have stuck their neck out for good.

 I am sitting by the tub of tortuguitas when in the wide moonlight comes a flock of students and teachers from the Colegio de San Nicolas de Hidalgo, en Morelia.  This institution has been cardinal in turtle protection here for at least twenty years, and is now on a three-day field trip to the coast.   About thirty-five well-attired student bodies are crowding around the tub, cooing in wonder at the babies, asking if they can take them home and keep them in salty water until they grow up.  Over their heads the main maestro is snapping his fingers and calling for quiet, trying to somehow focus this mob scene into an educational experience.  Some in the crowd start to drift off with hatchlings in their hands, and I call them back, saying we have to get a count of golfinas and negras before the release.  After I show them the difference, they are instructed to carry one of each to the beach, so they can make the report by counting off the number in their group.  

What ensues can only be aptly described by the Mexican word for “mess” – un desmadre (an “unmothered”).  The students line up along the shore with their releases, looking like contestants at the Calaveras County Fair crawling turtle contest.  They set the little tortugas down, egging them on into the water.  I try to tell everyone to stay back, as a wave flushes the hatchlings all over the beach above the students, resulting in a crazy, scattering dance of new tennies retreating from the water, trying not to step on the dark spots wiggling in the sand around them.  Wave after wave further confuses the scene.  After another ten minutes, when the beach is clear, without a single dead baby turtle (they’re tougher than they appear), the maestro summons the student body to gather around and review the important points, without mentioning that this has obviously been a good way to soak shoes and a poor excuse for a hatchling liberación.  I breathe a sigh of relief, not realizing this ruly-mob approach to turtle study is about to get worse.


Down the beach a hundred meters a mother negra is about to deposit eggs, and the turtle study class puts a full court press on the nest.  I station myself beside the mama’s shoulders, quietly motioning for everyone to spread out below this point.  Conchi arrives when the turtle is laying eggs, and nods that pictures can now be taken, which opens a fireworks/paparazzi display of electronic flashes.  Shortly thereafter he allows the crowd to lift the mother out of the nest so he can dig out the eggs and get this one over with.  He’s giving the eggs a gentle toss onto a hillock of loose sand, and I pull out the big plastic sack I carry on these patrols, when I see a young lady is already gathering them into another bolsa. 

 What happens next is on of those passes in ensemble theater when you have to pay close attention to the actors, who are all moving in different directions in sync, to keep the story together.   I am distracted by students asking questions and looking up the sands where they think they’ve spotted another nest (yesterdays); Conchi somehow goes back to the reserva, without the eggs; when I get back to the knot of scholars, gathered again for an important-point review, they tell me the lady was not one of them, and that she went streaking down the beach with the sack of eggs, as if that were the natural next step in the process.  They return to their review, having now mastered how not to save turtle eggs.  Conchi comes back toward the site, wondering what happened.  “Mala suerte” is his calm dismissal of what had to be a pretty balsy sleight-of-egg.


I tell him there is another turtle eighty yards west of his camp, that I had seen a couple of people sitting a short distance away from.  Cuídalo(“take care of it”) he tells me, and retires.   When I arrive at the excavation, the man watching it orders me in a commanding tone to stay down and wait.  I have a numbing sense that I am in enemy territory.  I could play dumb and presume that the matronly fat woman and the man with the tightly coiled body of the native are here as part of the reserve.  They ask me where I’m coming from and I tell them I’m helping Conchi, which they sullenly ignore, as if I had just read the royal Requerimiento and claimed this land in the name of the Holy Roman Empire.  Sure enough, after the mother turtle is through laying, the man muscles it out of the nest by the front fin and scoops out the eggs, which the woman folds into her skirt.  As they walk off, he shoots me a sidewise “no le gusta los huevitos? – you don’t like the eggs?” and vanishes with a “ya vimos – now we saw”, a comment that cuts like a sword, both ways.  I feel useless, abused, cowardly.  Then I turn to the turtle.  She is moving her front flippers, showering sand behind, covering the nest of eggs that isn’t there.  After doing that for the prescribed time, she turns and heads back to sea, perhaps to return to this same beach this season, to do it all over again.

This uneasy standoff along Neruda’s “line of truce in the sand”, I realize, is as fluid as the silica underfoot.  Conchi rarely confronts anyone taking eggs, unless it’s kids.  When I ask him early on if locals come out to challenge the reserva egg collectors, he states evenly that “No, porque somos parte de la Cooperativa,” as if the eventuality of poachers is an insignificant interruption of the dharma path.  I have seen him arrive after dawn at a site pockmarked with hollows and tracks as difficult to map as a relief mock-up of the himalayas.  He simply looks around, pauses a moment, and reviews the history of last night’s turtle/poacher activity, following it exactly over tracks and depressions, often punctuating the conclusion by plucking a broken egg from the sand to evidence where they were stolen.    Year in and year out, he seems to do what he can, let it pass and keep the record in St. Nicholas’s Golden Book of remembered saved eggs and liberated caguamitas, which he has to turn in to get paid.

As for the soldiers…well, their Sunday jogging along the beach in Trekky, heliotrope Nikes tells me they haven’t exactly slipped their shoes off and gotten into the scene.  One Comandante, a friendly sort named Baldemar, is the exception to their lack of rule, coming out every night, talking turtle, with much experience at Mexiquillo and other reserves, and helping us for hours on the night we tuck away ten nests.  But he is gone with the military shift change in fifteen days, and the army turtle guards are again spotted primarily at the tortilleria and the town phone cassette.  I learn my lesson in trusting them a couple of weeks into my stay.  After a night when I have skipped duty, preparing to catch an early bus to town the next morning, and no eggs are collected, I decide to collect my nerve and stand for the turtles on my next watch.  That night I find a big mother negra desovando (“dis-ovary-ing”) and plaster myself next, determined to deliver the eggs to the nursery.  Soon a cocky young dude comes by, poking the sands with his pulla, though I tell him I have been here awhile and the pozo has yet to be dug. He says he will return, and hustles off down the beach.  Then comes another, carrying what looks to be a couple of dozen eggs in a bag.  I tell him about last night’s skunk on eggs and that I am going to take these to la reserva.  He’s friendly enough, gives me his name (el “Surfer”) and tells me he is the grandson of Lolita, the maestra of our campground of last winter.   When the time comes, El Surfer deftly lifts the turtle out, and we get the eighty eggs out quickly.  

Back at the station, after I bury them, I see the guacho(“soldier”) chatting with Nena.  Somewhat flushed with rectified determination to get more eggs under the fence, I tell him there are turtles and “gente” up the beach, and suggest he make a pass.  My moral rectitude shatters like a glass bulb ten minutes later, when he comes striding back, carrying the Surfer’s egg sack, claiming pompously that the gente had protested about rights to collect, but could show no “credenciales”.  “El comandante,” he declares flatly, is going to enjoy a big egg breakfast manaña.  Now I have had the pleasure of raising enmity among the Surfer and his buddies, and of delivering the eggs, neither to the nursery nor the good people of Lolita’s clan, but to the officers’ mess.


And so it goes…There are nights when the beach is swarming with tourists eager to touch the creatures, and moonless stretches when it’s just you, the turtle and an occasional shooting star to herald the event.  Over the month we have daily released between zero and almost five hundred hatchlings. After a night skunked of eggs, the next sees us putting away over eight hundred, with ten nests collected.  There are times when the local egg hounds are practically knocking heads in the dark, and times when there are none in the immediate range of the reserve, a two mile stretch of coast where I have decided, out of prudence and laziness, to restrict my vigils.  

I am continually surprised by the variety that spices the routine.  Evening before last, after I got the key to our new beachfront lodgings and started moving stuff in, Nena told me she had seen a turtle near our camp.  A search of the nearby sands found only tracks; no nest.  The next morning the light of day revealed a meandering trail that took the turtle mother up through the bushy entry into our digs, around the main palapa, down to the driveway I smoothed out for the family Suburban–to-come, back up to the thatched hammock porch and around to the outdoor bathing spot I smoothed out just yesterday.  After crawling into the cramped enclosure I was fencing in, the turtle bahió (“bayed out”) a large hole in the middle.  Not able to build a proper nest there, she next strayed over to the site I had selected to dig a privy hole, and carved another hole there, before returning the hundred and fifty yards to the water, without laying eggs, but apparently satisfied with her survey of our new homestead.

   This weekend completes a full lunar cycle of turtle watching, and is appropriately capped by passing from the laying madonnas of the tides to the mother of the Mexican soul, La Guadalupana.  December twelfth marks the anniversary of her appearance (in the 1530’s) to a peasant on the hillside of Chapultepec, instructing him to (what else?) build a church there, and with a supple motion of her hands filling his serape (which turned into her portrait) with (what else?) a dozen or so long-stem red roses.  This event, only recently sanctified officially by the Pope, resonates to the core of Mexicanity for one salient feature:  the virgin is brown.  La virgen morena is the munificent mother of Mexico’s native heart.  In the revolution of 1810, when peasants marched across the countryside, sweeping up everyone in their path, the portrait of the Virgen de Guadalupe was hoisted as a banner leading the charge, along with image of the Aztec goddess of the harvest, Tonantzin.  

For at least the last two weeks this imagen has escaped from the church and circulated around to the houses of the faithful in every village, where nightly velaciones (vigils) are held and group prayers and songs are led.  On the last days leading up to the twelfth it goes to some mother superior’s house in the village.  This yar it happens to be my  hostess-of –the-month, Herlinda.  

The elected guardian of the nurturing brown madonna is a lady with the nahuatl face of Tonantzin, who is currently mothering a sparkly five year-old granddaughter called  Estrellita (little star). Her home is a perfectly kept manger, and at her board the pueblo comes nightly for the best salsa casera around.  On this weekend vigil, she is preparing to feed at least a hundred, with caldrons of atole, chicken soup, and, for the finale, a tubful of posole with a recently slaughtered pig inside.  Laughing, easy-going, with a relaxed, welcoming manner, Herlinda nevertheless eats work for breakfast, lunch and dinner.  She is up at every dawn sweeping the packed earth in the compound, laying the magic carpet of dignified rural life for Mexicanos.  Next she hand-grinds, on a museum-class metate, the corn she grew, and makes tortillas that puff up like corn balloons on the giant earthen comal beside her.  From there on it’s cook and clean and wash into the night, as if this were the best and happiest thing she could do. Like the patient icon she guards, Herlinda is unhurried, nurturing and untiring.  She does take plenty of break time in the hammock or dancing a little cumbia with Estrellita when the music on their boom box fits.  And this is one Mexican family who have no TV; prime time she’s in the kitchen, or lying familiarly in the hammock with her husband Guillermo before he goes off to be night watchman at the huge CONASUPO warehouse outside town.  

I’ve rented a room with them for a month, for an office, a connection to the world-class fruit orchard/bathing grotto across the street and to the family restaurant, known more by the villagers than tourists as the place to get good, reasonably priced food.  With nine family & friends due in the next week, I can’t resist a foothold in Herlinda’s camp, where Guillermo not only has the same pleasant, hard-working ethos and a full complement of tools, but is the first male I gotten close to here who doesn’t drink too much.

Which brings me back to the virgen.  To do it right, the image with the Mona Lisa smile has to be vigiled all night, and there are plenty of guys around who’ll drink to that.  In fact, this beatific holograph, who first appeared to the eyes of the humble peasant Juan Diego (was he drunk?), could be reported to the Womens’ League of Decency for the company she keeps.  Millions of Mexican men go on a three-day borrachera over this sanctified weekend, and they can’t get enough of her.  They hang on the perimeter of the praying faithful, and carry on after the pious women and children go to bed.  In this vicinity, by Sunday morning they have loaded their stock-racked pickups to the nines with family and headed to Ostula, literally evacuating Maruata for a chance to glimpse some especially blessed image of the Lupana, and, of course, suck down another round.  By Monday morning the virgins are back in their vestibules and more than half of the male population is running on a low-octane cruda.
After several days of this, I come to see the excessive bingeing in the name of spiritual contrition as part of the plan.  Like Herlinda, the Lady of Guadalupe does not reserve the right to refuse service to anyone. She smiles down on all.  “Virgen protectora,” they chant, “virgen poderosa, virgen de remedio, virgen de compasion”.    The potency of this ritual, and of the virgen herself, is in great part the taming of the excessive macho, the smoothing out of the explosive male energy as the sand receives the surf, spreading a volley of crashing and pounding waves into a perfectly rounded cove the way a potters hand burnishes a bowl.  “Come to me,” says the brown lady to Mexico’s feminine soul. “I feel your pain; I know these dudes.”  

I saw the power of this alchemy early on Saturday night.  I was stretched out in the darkness of my room, my window open to the hypnotic chanting and singing of thirty women and a healthy contingent of children.  I looked out the window on a scene of rapt devotion.  The altar was gaily hung with blinking Christmas lights against a backdrop of poinsettias. Front and center, facing the virgen, was a woman in her eighties, kneeling and leading the prayers.  Through the curtain of my patio window it was a hallowed, candle and blinking-lite-lit portrait of lace-covered doña’s heads and childrens’ faces, murmuring in response to the old woman’s call and singing in increasing harmony as the oración progressed.  

Shortly after it ended the chairs were arranged around tables under the festive balloons, and a crew went into the kitchen to whip up the feast.  At my street window came a knock.  It was Conchi, drunk, with two young boys (chamacos), asking about the food.  I told him that the prayer was just over, and that the entrance was around the south end of the compound.  At that moment, emerging from my room’s chaste mantle of darkness with a wobbling frog man at my side was the last thing on my mind.   I assumed that Conchi would not want to bull his way into the china shop of embroidered devotion inside.  When I came out shortly thereafter into the virgin’s arena, there he was in the courtyard, Corona in hand, chatting amiably with a matron of distinguished indigenous countenance (perhaps his mother, or an aunt).  At least he was respectfully covered in his white Golf T.  Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, all embracing.

It is a soft, languid weekend under the infectious gaze of the Guadalupana;  the only annoyance for me is waiting on one of the male celebrants to show up at the new palapa rental and prepare for my incoming family, who are expected as early as Sunday night.  It is Tuesday afternoon before he actually comes back to life and delivers the sheets and the keys to the place.  No matter; my family had, through wisdom and/or obligation, stayed put in Sonora through the vigil of the virgen.  They end my personal waiting game on Wednesday morning, after driving in Tuesday night in a Silverado Suburban-strapped juggernaut that has made it more or less intact over two thousand miles, with Grandma Maggie as guide and chaperone, and heads straight for a familiar beach, like turtles.
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III. The Littlest Tortuguero and the Tortugona

“If you can’t find it on the beach, you can probably get along without it.”





                                             Harrison Ford in Mosquito Coast
Pat and two of his boys, Avery (7) and Ilario (5) have been here before, for a month, as part of a family nucleus that is now dissolving in divorce.  Through the dissolution all the confusion and legal maneuvering and common sense have finally dictated that they scoot south for a winter break with the waves and turtles.   They are sadly missing three year-old brother “Bear”, whom the mother held onto like a prisoner of war, but they are happy to be here, with a lovely lady friend who has been helping as housekeeper and babysitter for all the boy and her two year-old son Kai.  I show them around Herlinda’s and out to the beachfront palapa compound.  Another hour or so, and my brother Ron comes strolling down the lane, guided by Guillermo.  Twenty-eight hours on buses and a night in Tecoman have brought him here from Austin, Texas.

That night, just after new moon, when tortugas come ashore early, we see two between the palapas and the shore, and the fever is caught. Most stricken is the five year-old.  Ilario is gone in the natural world anyway.  Give him a beach and he will scrabble whatever holed-up critters and interstitial fauna is available, and want to bring it all home for dissection and further study.  I’ve been here over month, but the day he comes I see for the first time the tiny translucent fiddler crabs strung above the tide line like a jittering camouflaged necklace around the shoreline.  One glimpse of a two hundred-pound mama turtle, and he is hooked.  At home he has always been the one that begs a tranquilizer dart to get to bed anywhere near the parentally-enforced eight/nine 0’clock school-night curfews.  By the third night he is up with me until one-thirty in the morning.  Never mind that he gets swamped in the surf coaching tortuguitas seaward.  Back to the palapa for dry duds and he’s back on duty, lying down behind the Negra, waiting for eggs to drop.  Before that happens he face-plants asleep in the sand.  I collect the eggs and try to wake him by placing them in his hands – to no avail.  Finally, since I have to get them reburied within half an hour, I announce to his sleeping ear that I’ll be back soon.  Twenty steps away, and he cries out in the night.  Now he comes to, and, touching the eggs, hurries into the fence with me, holding the light as I dig the incubation nest, wanting to go out and look for more.

The next evening we go to check the hatchlings in the buckets, return to the tide line and lie low to watch the dark dragging lump of a turtle ascending.  Nena appears with another dozen family members, nine of them kids.  Moonlight turns electric as Ilario’s towhead blends with native black mops and they scurry into the reserve fence.  Where nest hatching is normally sporadic and isolated, suddenly there erupts a rodeo in the sand, with niños digging out as many as six nests at once, under the casual guidance of Conchi and Nena.   I try to get snapshots of this orgy of hatchling delivery, (which after half an hour nets 312 baby Blacks and Ridleys), but too many circled heads are in the way to see the tortuguitas.  I wonder how this mass of juvenile “sons of the shaking earth” energy has suddenly aroused the nursery into birth, and learn that Conchi has spotted the ready hatches by the loose sand that has fallen in the middle of each staked nest that is hatching, as the mass of newborns claw the sand down through their ranks and stamp it below.  They emerge, I later learn, en masse, like sausage meat squeezed out of its skin.  A single baby turtle, or a few scattered hatchlings, couldn’t make it up through the packed sand.

  Nena’s bright white l.e.d. headlamp (a requisition that arrived with Ron) supervises the scene.  The niños depend on Ilario’s amber solar pathway light, which is soon in the hands of a muchacha about his age.  Le pedi, me presta?(I asked him, will you loan it to me)”, she beams,  “y me dijo ‘Si’!”.  Later when he gets doused in the release and has to leave in search of dry clothes, I lose him for a minute, as all the dark eyes and black heads huddle closely together on the beach.  Then his Dennis-the-Menace tussle pops out of the pack, and I see that they have just had a group head-press-and-buzz, like bees swapping flower clues.  When he gets back, they are gone, though we later recognize them by the insistent calling after “Ilario” when we pass on the street or in their mother’s tienda.     

    Ilario and Avery are out with me early the next dusk, running with our special amber light, now the rage among turtle watchers, because it doesn’t scare the mamas back into the water (due to the dimness, and the fact that they can’t discern color toward the red end of the spectrum).  From up ahead comes a whispered shout of “turtle!” from the Hardy Boy-scouts. Then an excited “it’s an Orca”.  Next, Capitan Ilario returns with amended reconnaissance:  “it’s just two people having sex.”  Farther on, the scouts score big in instant shoreline camaraderie.  A Class C motor home is parked at the reserve, and a couple of spindly doubles for our boys are running around with sticks.  It’s Dan and Lex, from Vancouver, originally from Montreal and lately from Ajijic, Jalisco, on a long-distance search for a new home in Mexico. The foursome immediately gather in the deep sand and begin to script schemes to set the dog’s tail on fire and carve and skewer imagined enemies.  Their parents, a pleasant Francophone Dad and Anglophone Mom, are as anxious to follow turtle-preserve rules as the boys are to wander about in wild adventure, and in no time have the hatchlings sorted, counted and ready to set free.  

Soon we string out a hundred little Olive Ridleys down the shore, awakening to a frothy launch into the sea.  Our boys and the Canadian lads of course want to play out the night together, perhaps to set up castles in the course sands, act out the Lord of the Flies, or concoct whatever mischief and excitement the full liberty of their spirits might allow.  The strict Quebequois father calls them to dinner at the camper, however, and its not long before Avery and Ilario are back in our base, falling asleep in the hammocks in happy exhaustion.  

We turn in early as well.  I am dreaming some hazy adventure, in which a scout is delivering a critical piece of intelligence, when I awaken to Maggie’s hand shaking my shoulder.  “Conchi is calling you.” She says.  “Something about a Laúd.”  In short order she and Ron and I (everyone else is down for the night) are stumbling out into the loose sand, and we fall straight away into the depressions of previous turtle excavation.  Down the beach Conchi is standing like a statue, pointing just beyond the reserve fence.  There is the giant mama, not large as leatherbacks go, but weighing at least a quarter-ton.  The head and neck are huge, for eating their principal diet of giant jellyfish.  Ron says they can stay under water for over an hour and dive more than a thousand feet down in search of them.

Unlike their smaller cousins, the Laúd don’t bahiar themselves down below the surface much before laying.   We station ourselves behind her and see why.  Most of the digging happens with the enormous back flippers, and in less than half an hour they have scooped the nest down a meter, with the two meter-long carapace now inclined at almost 45 degrees.  A family of turistas approaches – mother, daughter and two young bucks waving the other caguamas (slang for quart bottles of beer).  They sit with us in the sand, but the drinkers are a bit restless, and one goes up close to the leatherback and starts talking to it like a man at confessional.  I approach him to say that just now, before the laying, we need to stay back and quiet, which prompts him to get loud and insistent.  A word to the mother retrieves him from his special monologue, and his buddy obsequiously asks for permission to wander off and pee.  

Pretty soon the eggs, close to tennis ball-size, are dropping into the pozo, and we’re marking the spot, knowing we can’t move this mama around and get at the nest before she covers it.    Conchi returns with pulla to help pinpoint the spot and we recover 78 for the reserve.  As the behemoth starts to move beachward, I am reminded of an old, recurring dream, in which I ride a whale beneath the ocean.  The amiable countenance of this mother and her broad back inspire the same confident rapture of the deep.  I picture the platinum curls of our two year-old, riding atop like the Little Prince as she returns home, waving adios and transforming himself into a dolphin-boy.  

In reality, the obsequious drunk gets on all fours in front of her like a  kid playing with a puppy, and turns sentimental.  “Pobrecita,” he wails, “hemos robado tus huevos…quiero ayudarte…ven aca conmigo.”(Poor thing, we’ve stolen your eggs…I want to help you…come with me).  She regards this unsteady obstruction warily.  The turista mother again retrieves the inebriate son, and we are able to snap a couple of “we were there” pictures before the giant mama leatherback slumps back under the waves.  Maggie touching the leathery skin of the enormous ridged carapace looks like loon woman, creating the earth on the turtle’s back. 

We were there.  I have now been here forty-five days, and we are beginning to release the babies that I helped bury as eggs in the second week of November.  The English writer John Fowles has insisted in his essays on nature that conservation begins with “the will to foster the wildlife, however insignificant and humble, in the citizen’s own back yard and neighborhood, and not to foster the illusion that nature is some large and spectacular rare bird or beast…glimpsed in a remote national park.”(Wormholes, 1998 p 247).  We have had it both ways, appreciating tiny crabs with our grandson and living in the sands with the largest and one of the most endangered reptiles on earth.  The rara avis metaphor is peculiarly apt for the mother Leatherback, whose front flippers have a three-meter “wingspread”.  According to Ron, who has spent enough time living and snorkeling in the Bahamas to sight sea turtles underwater, “they fly, rather than swim.”  If we make it here until early February, We might see baby Laúd crawling out of the reserve sand, and be able to send them off on their first flight. 

IV. So it goes

               “…to experience the bittersweet;

                to taste defeat, and brush my teeth.”

                                                                     punk rockers Reliant K, from Amy’s Discman 

  The New Year’s Coney Island flurry hits, when trails and roads to the sea in Maruata are lined with cars and buses, the beach at night awash with milling tourists with too many flashlights.  Through it all, however, are many nice moments, stretching into hours, with families and/or any odd congregation gathered under the mantle of night, eager to tune in to turtle presence.  Pat and Lanice and scaliwag/turtle scouts take off northward on December 28, leaving behind magical moonlit and sun-splashed memories.  They miss the beach over-run that pours in that afternoon and lasts until the Third of January.  In the middle of that over-amped stretch, school charter buses on the tarmac behind and soldiers sitting around him under his shade roof like Haile Selassie’s last bodyguards, lies Conchi at rest, sprawl-eagled in the center sands of his hut on the afternoon after, flat on his back, limbs extended like a product of taxidermy.  The good news is that he later revives and decides to keep his station open until March, mainly for the chance to catch another Laúd nest or two.

For my January reunion with my niece Amy, younger brother Tom and lady Ann, this portends more overwhelming encounters in the night.  On a run to the internet café in La Placita I Google “sea turtle, Laúd”.  Only ten entries, but I discover some amazing facts about these mammoth mothers and the importance of this coast to their recovery.   The Leatherback, next to the Kemp’s Ridley, which has only one remaining nesting beach, in the Gulf of Mexico near the Texas/Mexico border, is the most endangered species of sea turtle.  Some estimate that in the Pacific, at the current rate of egg harvest, trawler and gill net capture and ingestion of plastic bag – trash (which to this delicate-jawed turtle resembles the jellyfish that are its main diet), it could become extinct within a lifetime (Roberson, 2000).  Tortuga Laúd, also called tortuga lora and siete filos, for the ridges running its two to three-meter top shell, roams the world’s oceans more than any other turtle, with sightings as far east as New Zealand and as far north as Alaska and Nova Scotia.  Its principal nesting sites on the Mexican west coast, stretching two thousand miles from the Tropic of Cancer near Mazatlan to the southern tip at Tapachula, are at Chacagua, Oaxaca, Tierra Colorado, Guerrrero and close to us, at Mexiquillo, Michoacan.  
I’ve been reading Jacques Cousteau’s first book, a jaunty aqua-lung odyssey to the undersea world of twenty fathoms or so, and can scarcely believe Ron when he tells me that the Leatherback – another air breather - can dive over a thousand feet down in search of giant jellyfish.  Then www.seaturtleinc.com mentions that the species “is capable of dives up to an estimated 4,265 feet.”  How do they do it?  Only some hints about its large mass, its capacity to maintain body temperature just a few degrees above ambient, with a metabolism so slow that it requires one three-hundredth of the oxygen demand that we have, per pound of body weight, and the insulating fat layer under the epidermis, which is (again, believe it or not) not even a hard shell, like all other turtles, but a leathery skin stretched over slightly flexible hexagonal plates, said to collapse inward under the more than 1700 psi that builds up by the time the 4000 foot depth is reached.  We carry like a scent the touch of that skin, of a mother who has probably been feeding off Chile and hibernating in Seri land, near the top of the Sea of Cortez.

           Amy arrives, at nineteen out of school and a three-year vet of the Western Colorado Conservation Corps.  She a welcome freshet of energy in our company of senior discount bus fares, and in short order is out on the turtle prowl.  We all move with tents and hammocks under a tall palapa in the reserve, so turtle duty is as easy as getting out of bed.

The next night I am sitting with Conchi and Nena when a red light approaches on the water.  Conchi rouses himself in uncharacteristic excitement, saying it is way too close to the breakers.  The light turns to our right, changes to green, and skims along the shore without a sound, like in Marquez’s “Last Voyage of the Ghost Ship”.  As it closes in on the rocks below we can see that the light comes from the masthead running gear of a sailboat, and we hear plenty of noise.  Then the light, now red again, begins to sway dramatically from one side to the other, rolling back and forth with the waves.  I try to wake up Captain Ron, the cruising sailor, telling him it looks like a sloop has run aground, but the sleepy captain is not ready to harbor beached calamity in the night.  With the morning light, however, he sights the shipwreck and springs into action.  

I have just completed another turtle-track sweep and walk down the beach to see him gathering line and hopping in an inflatable dinghy, a sandy-haired, athletic-looking sort pushing him off and swimming after.  Around the heaving sailboat Ron is cleating anchor line and ferrying it out in the inflatable (a class of craft which he wryly calls “deflatable”).  Then he deals with the pangas (fishing skiffs) that gave up overnight when the grounded skipper didn’t pay for their futile towing attempts, but are now circling at the sign of activity.   Much arm waving and outboard gunning.   Finally I see that he has managed to get one of their tow ropes attached to the port halyard, so they can heal the boat over farther.  When I hear him calling to them in English to shorten their line, I swim out to be of help. Into the dinghy, and he sets up the final tug of two pangas fore and one abeam that jerks the exhausted crew of the Elusive, San Francisco off their rock perch and into deeper water.

Once ashore, chatting amiably with Denis, the vacationer from Quebeque who dived in to help, Ron throws the “how not to cruise” book at the Elusive’s helmsman:  traveling on a strange coast to a primitive beach, virtually without money, in a spiffy new boat equipped for racing -seven foot draft on the fin keel, for tacking on the windward leg around the buoys, but without even a second anchor for wedging off ground; trusting the icons in the cruising book that placed an anchor symbol practically on the beach; focusing on the depth finder and proceeding on until it signaled too shallow to get out, not noticing that they were about to surf in their thirty-seven footer; yielding to a concern for security (or who knows what) that kept them on board - healed over and pounding rock bottom with every motion of the water - all night, when they were twenty yards from shore with a dinghy ready to lower.  

  With the locals and tourists gathered on the shore it is generally confirmed that the boat had been given up as lost and broken, and the local pangueros wanting nothing to do with it but wait for eventual salvage, when Ron, “el velero” (the sailboat man) arrived on the scene.  For saving a fifty-thousand dollar yacht - with apparently minor damage to the keel, which he and Denis snorkel under and recaulk the next afternoon - he nets a nice jack cravalle from the fishermen, Denis having gallantly refused the bewildered yachtsman’s offer to go to town and get gratification for his saviors.  Back at Herlinda’s, after a solar-baked meal of the fish, Ron is more forgiving, and wishes the skipper of the Elusive the good luck he will need on his next leg to Zihuatanejo.  He also speaks of the adrenaline calm that comes in adversity, when you know what you have to do.

Not long thereafter comes a night when we have over three hundred hatchlings to release, and don’t get to it until our predawn sweep.  I’ve done this once before, and remember to shoo the waiting American Egrets down the beach so they don’t skewer the little wigglers against the shore.  Such a large launch takes time, especially since I’ve coached Amy that for the sake of the turtles we need to let them get tossed around and find their sea fins before they hit the drink.  She can’t resist assisting the last one, who seems afflicted with a contrary notion to flap away from the water.  The tortuguita finally gets swept off the beach, and in the rosy dawn’s light we see its silhouette arc up like an airborne shadow in the clear curl of a wave.  Our hearts give a silent cheer to think that this little Wrong-way Corrigan has made it through the foam to join in the great turtle migration.  
Our joy vanishes in the next instant, as a Magnificent Frigatebird swoops down and snaps the caguamita up, dragging it aloft by the front flipper like a scolded child being led away by an angry parent.  We watch in further horror as companion Frigates swirl around in a graceful ballet of turtle snatchings, each one popping them on down and snagging more, until at least a dozen of the little turtles, who have to come up for a breath on the other side of their surf ordeal, have been gobbled up before they can plunge into deep water.    Now we know, and seal a silent pact to set them free after the moon has left mid-sky and before the sun raises the light.
 Maruata grew up around 1980, coincident with the turtle sanctuary, in a migration from the mother village of Pomaro, ten miles up the valley.  It was developed in a palapa feng-shway of traditional hut expansion to welcome turtle watchers, and now has the feel of the South Pacific.  The indigenous people are small, handsome, and speak nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs.  Its prevalence this distance from the Valley of Mexico, across a convoluted Sierra Madre, attests the far-flung infiltration and predominance of the Moctezuma’s empire by the time of conquest.  

 The international Rainbow Family Gathering was held here in 1996, and I can tell you, after experiencing this NewYear’s flush, that it is more or less re-enacted over every holiday.  Natty Dreads from Mexican cities and colleges pour out of the Paraiso buses that run this coast, drums come out of knapsacks, joints are secured, rolled and passed around, and the festivities begin.  Smooth-skinned, limber young bloods lounge about all day in surfer trunks and bikinis, with reggae jammin’out Ranchero as the sound of choice.  The middle cove we have tagged as the Marley beach, where you almost always find dreadheads, boom-boxed music and lightly-clad bodies entwined in the sand.  Boisterous arguments and fights are as absent here as they are prevalent at conventional macho Mexican bailes.

How do the local young bucks, who probably built the palm ramadas and supplied the sacrament for this one-heart-one-lovefest, feel about the invasion?  Their presence has been one of the more sullen notes in the local melody of life for me.   Early on, a lot of “pinche gringo” and “cabron” (“billy goat”) epithets were hurled at me as I passed, doing what the good tourist is not supposed to do – hauling palapa to extend my own shelter or carrying kitchen appointments to our camp, instead of sitting in a seaside restaurante, swilling the Corona and paying them to do it for me..  Over time I flatter myself that I have worked myself into the woodwork and smoothed the edges of resentment.  Many marimba-limbed niños call to me on the streets and beaches, and one gray burro salutes me with a hearty bray, even from the next pasture.   But the edge comes back in a headlight one Saturday night on the beach, when all the elements collide in the whirlpool of a setting moon. 

 I have just arrived on the scene of a setting mother tortuga, into a full class of eager turtle novices from a university in Leon, Guanajuato.  Operating in full Turtleman cape, I move their maestro aside from the caguamas’ head, explaining that we must stay out of her dim but perceptive sight until after she has started to lay, and why she can’t have put eggs here, since she is trying to climb out of the nest (way too dry and collapsed) instead of covering it up.  Their book tells them they can take pictures as she heads back into the water, but I lecture about the need to sit back and not get ahead of her.  Sure enough, as I position the class at a respectable distance behind the mother, she circles up in search of another spot to nest.  

Suddenly the silent scene is ripped apart by a screaming ATV, barreling up and down the shore with six young chavos (bucks) borrachos flopping around like rags on top of it.  I walk out into its path, holding my solar candle aloft like a shibboleth.  I try to calm myself, so as not to explode in anger, when they turn in front of me and zip up into the middle of the turtle mother and attendants, headlamps blazing like police searchlights.  Now I’m running up to them, yelling “Apague sus lamparas! (shut off your lights!)  “Porque?” they want to know in an insolent voice.  “Las tortugas!” I yell again, unmindful of the further decibel shock I am broadcasting to the mother reptile trying to weave her way through this confusion of noise and lights. “Los marinos les van a correr! (The army is going to run you off)”, I yell, (which I know to be an empty threat, since more often than not the uniforms have hit the beach in broad daylight, to sweat and perhaps encounter the passing bikinis).  “Somos de aqui,” they shoot back, as if to settle the score once and for all.  “Entonces, deben de saber (then you should know)” is my rejoinder, at which someone from the back of the ATV declares that they (obviously more savy than the clumsy gringo), are going to remain “abajo (below)”, which doesn’t exactly explain why they have plowed into the nesting scene above.  The ATV is quickly gone, and doesn’t return to the beach that night.  Among the turtle watchers I am more a hero now, for having stood up to the offending yahoos.  I am not so sure.  I ask Conchi if the soldiers would really run them off, and he repeats, “Los soldados les van a correr,” as if that is the law, the hope, and there is no purchase in our doubting it.  The night before, when confronted by older poachers waitng at a nest, he had mumbled softly to a bystander that he was going for the Army and left, after which the poachers split the scene before the turtle laid and he returned to gather the eggs. .   

The next night I am crossing the plaza with my family when the local volleyball game abruptly stops for the obvious leader of the pack to approach me with outstretched finger and murder in his eyes.  “Eh, Gringo!  No grites en la playa! (Hey, Gringo! Don’t shout on the beach!)” he yells, muscles rippling for the muchachas in attendance to see.  “Lo siento,” I apologize, “Yo andaba muy emocionado por la tortguga, no mas… (I was just very excited about the turtle)”.  We exchange buenos, and the uneasy truce maintains.  A night later Amy runs into at least some of the ATV filibusters under the ramadas, eager to make the acquaintance of the gringa.  The small talk gets around to where she is staying - with her Uncle Kenny.  “Yes, we know him,” is their emphatic response. 

Take a look around. Amy is doing it in spades, cruising through her peer group at night like the Blade Runner, and, as she puts it, “All the folks I meet are cool.”  Her favorite seems to be a twenty-two year-old soft-spoken Prince Valiente named Adrian Ibarra, who has been coming to Maruata since he was twelve.  He is living in Tepoztlan, Morelos, but has been all over the world, or, since he only brings it up relevant to the conversation, at least to Switzerland, Germany, Thailand and for eight years to Portugal, after learning Portuguese in Brazil.  We ask him about the reserve at Colola, and he says he doesn’t know about this year, but last, when he volunteered there for six months, it was funcionando bien.  Pressed for details, he reveals that he joined a core group of supporters who organized benefit concerts and, through an international turtle protection NGO he hooked up with in Switzerland, recruited volunteers for Colola on the web from as far away as Indonesia, another place he has been to several times.  He would be hard to believe if he wasn’t so deferential, so informationally correct, as far as we can tell, and, like so many around this bay, so lacking in agendas and opinions, taking each day as it comes.  

So what is waiting for us tonight?  I confess to be under the turtle spell.  Never again will clichếs like “turning the other cheek”, “taking it one step at a time”, or “carefully laid” mean the same to me.  Maggie knew I was getting close to obsessing on turtles when I dreamed that they were laying eggs under my skin, like botflies.  We have lately taken to erasing tracks and camouflaging nests instead of taking the eggs, since it will be harder for Conchi  and Nena  to guard the reserve and tend the newborn a month and a half from now, when they will have moved back down the beach to their home.  

From this shore the wide Pacific opens, its waters touching upon the swamped beaches where in December a huge tsunami startled the globe.  Can this monstrous tragedy, which but for coordinate fortune would have wiped this shoreline and all its eggs away, shift the balance of the planet toward a common heart?  The aid czars are saying we need to avoid the pitfall of concentrating the world’s crescendo of philanthropy on the afflicted coastlines, and rather extend it to the wide panorama of natural and induced disasters; to forget national interest, insurgent standoffs and religious demarcations and realize that, as the Bush Administration’s most retiring voice, Colin Powell, was moved to say, “we are dealing with human beings here.”  

In the “what can we do about it?” derby, I don’t regret our season with the sea turtles.  5000 eggs incubated in two months at Maruata – ten times that much in Colola.  At this reserve that includes over 200 Leatherback embryos from three nests – all the Laúdes that came ashore, by the tracks, and all three discovered between one and three in the morning and shepherded by the 12 year-old chamacos who hang out with Uncle Conchi, and may have been the ones at the window of the feast of the blessed virgin.   Over 5000 newborn turtles have been walked to the water at this drop in the ocean over the two months.  The day we arrive back at our Sonoran home base, a thousand miles away, I pick up a Diario del Yaqui newspaper and find an article that reports the end of the Michoacan turtle protection season, with over a million, five hundred thousand babies returned to the sea. 

  We have had the feeling, ever since hearing in the early 1980s about the growing movement to protect sea turtles, that, like the reaction against whale slaughter, it signals a turning, a collective quake of consciousness as profound, if not so violent, as the tectonic wiggle of turtleback plates under the Indian Ocean that sent the tsunami crashing ashore.  The world, or enough of it, has decided to take a step back from exploiting creatures so huge and gentle and vulnerable and resonant to the core of our longing for that silent deep out there below the waves.  They’ll be back to the shore, and, I suspect, so will we.     

        Turtle rose to the surface of the watery world.  Dolphin came up for air, and said, “I see a falling star.”

“I can catch it,” said Turtle, swimming over.

Dolphin dove for mud to put on Turtle’s back, to make a place for the star to land.  Loon woman went down and brought more, smoothing it on with her bill.

Turtle craned its neck out, to see the star.

As it fell it turned to a feather, which was Shinob, first born of Oye, the Creator.  When it landed on turtle, it turned into Kokopelly, the Humpbacked Flute Player, who carried seeds of new life in his hump.That’s how the world began, on Turtle Island.

                                                          Adapted from Miwok, Shoshone and Pueblo Legends

The philosopher William James came to Taos, New Mexico in the 1920s for a talk 

 to the learned elite and their native guests, including potter Maria Martinez of the San Ildefonso Pueblo.  After his ontological/epistemological discourse on the nature of things, she met him in the cultural coincidence of the reception line.  

“That was a very nice talk, Mr. James,” she said; “but when you told us how the world came to be, you forgot to mention that it was made on the back of a turtle.”  

An amiable clearing of the throat by James:  “Yes, and that turtle was sitting on…?”  

“The back of another turtle, Mr. James.”  

A laconic smile from the august thinker:  “Yes, and I assume…”

“It’s no use, Mr. James.  It’s turtles, all the way down.”

“It’s no use, [image: image3.jpg]



* Sea Turtles have magnetite(iron) crystals in their brains that can, if you believe it, sense the earth’s magnetic fields and pinpoint the exact latitude and longitude of their native beach.  This and most of the “Mr. Science” references in this story, unless otherwise noted, come from James R. Spotila’s exquisite and compendious tome, Sea Turtles, (2004).
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