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A MOTHER Turtle

Chapter 
One 1

A large dark shape appears in the waves near 
a Costa Rican beach and heads steadily 
toward the shore. It is night, but in minutes a 
watcher can see that the shape is a sea turtle. 
The waves help the turtle swim, and it is cast 
onto the beach. The turtle trudges up the 
beach away from the water.

This barrel-shaped reptile is a 
leatherback, one of seven different kinds of 
sea turtles that live in the world’s oceans. All 
sea turtles are considered endangered (en-
DAYN-jerd), or at risk of becoming extinct. 
The leatherback is seriously endangered.

This leatherback has come to the beach 
to lay her eggs. She moves rather quickly for 
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her size—she weighs more than 1,500 
pounds—but pulling herself through sand is 
hard, and she must stop to rest. She uses her 
winglike front flippers to do most of the 
work, while her much smaller back flippers 
help steer her huge body. She climbs a slight 
incline toward the dark rain forest shadows 
ahead.

At the rain forest’s edge she pauses to 
rest, then turns to her main task. Sand flies as 
she uses her powerful front flippers to chop 
into the ground, making a pit for her body. 
When the pit is large enough, she settles into 
it and uses her rear flippers to dig a smaller 
hole under her tail.

When the depth and shape of the hole 
suit her, she lays sixty to eighty eggs. They 
drop in, one by one. Then she sweeps sand 
into the hole with her rear flippers. She 
gently pats the sand after each scoop until 
the nest is covered. Then she uses her front 
flippers to throw huge scoops of sand over 
the entire egg-laying area.
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She twists and turns to throw sand until 
it is impossible to see the nest’s location. 
When she stops her thrashing, she heads to 
the ocean. Soon she reaches the water’s 
edge and lets the waves lift her back into the 
dark sea. 

When a leatherback female has laid most of her eggs, 
she lays about two dozen more smaller eggs. These are 
called “false eggs” because they contain no yolk to feed 
a developing hatchling. Scientists are not sure, but the 
extra eggs may provide air space at the top of the nest 
or some other protection for the developing hatchlings.
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