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The Mother

It was a night of the full moon. On the high 
tide, the great female turtle came in to shore.

At the edge of the surf, she paused, and the 
waves splashed over her heavy body. After a 
few minutes, she began to drag herself up the 
beach, stopping from time to time to rest and to 
sniff the sand.

Now and then she swung her head back and 
forth, peering up and down the dark beach as if 
to make sure she had come to the right place.

A towering rock, hundreds of feet high, 
marked one end of the beach. The fishermen of 
Costa Rica call the rock Turtle Mountain. They 
say the turtles use the rock as a landmark for 
finding the beach. Green turtles come from all 
over the western Caribbean to lay their eggs 
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here in the dark volcanic sand of the Black 
Beach.

On this night hundreds of female sea turtles 
were on the 20-mile-long beach. Most of them 
were green turtles. They crawled by moving 
their two front flippers together, the way a man 
swims the breaststroke. The other turtles were 
smaller. They were hawksbills. They moved 
their flippers one at a time, the way a dog 
walks.

Crawling up the beach was a slow, difficult 
task. Turtles’ flippers allow them to move easily 
through water, but not on sand. Two hours 
passed before the heavy green turtle reached a 
spot on the beach that seemed to satisfy her. 
Here even the highest storm tides would not 
reach her nest and kill the embryos in her eggs.
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Laying Eggs

The turtle began to dig, using her two hind 
flippers to scoop out a hole about two feet 
deep. Then she lowered her tail into the hole 
and began to lay eggs from the back end of her 
heavy body.

When she finally stopped, she had released 
more than 100 leathery eggs. Each was about 
the size of a ping-pong ball.

Her hardest work was now done. Using her 
front flippers, she covered up the hole so that 
there was no trace of the nest. But she filled 
the hole in such a way that a hollow area was 
left beneath the sand, which was deep enough 
not to cave in, but not so deep that it would fill 
with sea water from seepage through the sand.
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The turtle dragged her tired body back to the 
sea and slowly paddled out to join her mate, 
who waited offshore. Male sea turtles never go 
on land, and the females go ashore only to lay 
their eggs.

On another full moon, two months later, the 
eggs began to hatch. Tiny turtles, about two 
inches long and weighing about three ounces, 
pushed through the tough eggshells. They 
wiggled and squirmed, and this caused the 
walls and ceiling of their room to cave in on 
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them. As they clawed their way upward, the 
sand was mashed beneath them. This raised the 
floor of their nest higher and higher.

Finally, they were only an inch or two from 
the freedom of open air, and they rested. All lay 
still, hardly moving for hours. They seemed to 
be waiting for some signal, but what the signal 
is, no one can tell. Perhaps they were waiting 
until the temperature of the sand was just right.

When it was late at night, and very quiet 
and still, the little turtles began to move. All at 
once the surface of the sand seemed to erupt 
and spew out turtles. They were flailing their 
flippers and pushing one another out of the 
way. Some were rolled over on their backs as 
others crawled over them.
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