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No Na Honu Kai (Sea Turtles)

Sea turtles figure prominently in native Hawaiian
life. They are featured in mythology, petroglyphs,
and as aumakua (personal family gods and
guardians). Turtles are reptiles, the same as
lizards, geckos and snakes. Like all reptiles,
turtles have scaly, dry skin but unlike their
crocodile and snake relatives, turtles have no
teeth. Turtles have a shell, called a carapace, that
protects them from their enemies. Many turtles
can pull their bodies into the shell making it
impossible for predators to harm them. Most
turtles spend their lives on or near the land or in
fresh water. There is one group of turtles,
however, that spends almost all of its life in the
ocean: the sea turtle. The sea turtle, unlike most
other turtles, cannot pull its head and flippers into
its shell and its legs have changed to become
more like a fish's fins. You can learn more about
our Hawaiian sea turtles by reading this book and
coloring the pictures. Have fun!
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No Na honu kai (Sea Turtles)

Sea turtles have been around for 150 million years.
Their ancestors were giant land turtles that entered
the sea ages ago when the first dinosaurs lived.
The first sea turtles didn't look like those of today.
It took millions of years for sea turtles to evolve,
for legs to become flippers and for big bodies to
flatten into streamlined shapes. The dinosaurs
and the giant land turtles are gone forever; we can
see only their fossil bones in museums. But
somehow, sea turtles have lived on. Seven
different kinds still swim in warm and temperate
oceans around the world. They spend their lives in
the water except for the short times the females
come onto land to nest and lay their eggs.
However, in Hawai'i, at certain undisturbed
locations, sometimes sea turtles crawl up to sleep
or "bask" along the shoreline. The sea turtle share
the ocean with fish, whales, other sea creatures
and with you and me.
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No Ka Honu (The Green Turtle)
(Chelonia mydas)

Polynesians and other Pacific Islanders
hunted turtles, but because there were strict
traditional rules that helped protect these
special animals, and fewer people in this
part of the world, turtles remained plentiful.
When western explorers began traveling to
America and the Pacific, there were millions
of sea turtles in the seas. Traders, settlers
and pirates who followed the first European
explorers found that one kind of sea turtle
had especially tasty meat. This turtle is
brown all over, grows to about tree feet in
length and often weighs some 400 pounds.
The turtle or honu eats algae or limu near
the shore. Sailors could easily capture the
gentle animal. They could turn the turtle
over onto its back so it was helpless, tie its
flippers, and keep it aboard their ships to
slaughter when they needed fresh meat.
The fat inside this turtle’s body was green
from the vegetation it ate, so it was named
the green turtle. It is the only sea turtle that
lives only on plants. Today, hundreds of
years later, green turtles are still hunted and
taken in some areas of the Pacific.
Fortunately, in Hawai'i, all sea turtles are
now protected by state and federal laws.
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Honu ea (The Hawksbill)

(Eretmochelys imbricata)

The hawksbill is one of the most beautiful sea
turtles. Its hard, top shell, called the carapace, is
made up of dark brown or yellow and brown
scales. These scales overlap like shingles on a
roof. The hawksbill's bottom shell is called the
plastron. It is yellow. The skin of its head and
flippers has brown patches rimmed in yellow. The
hawksbill gets its name from its beak because the
top of it hooks down much like the bill of a hawk.
This sea turtle measures a little less than three feet
long and weighs up to two hundred pounds.
Hawksbills and other sea turtles are reptiles like
turtles that live on land. They have lungs and
breathe air. Even though sea turtles can hold their
breath for many minutes they must come up to
breathe. Hawksbills live near coral reefs and rocky
shorelines where they find sponges, worms, fish,
snails and crabs to eat. Small populations of the
rare honu’ea are found around the islands of
Moloka'i, Maui and Hawai’i.
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The Loggerhead

(Caretta caretta)

The loggerhead turtle is slightly smaller than the
green. A loggerhead may weigh 300 and 400
pounds. It eats crabs, mollusks and other sea
animals. The loggerhead hunts near coral reefs
and rocks. You can recognize it by its large, wide
head and broad, short neck. The loggerhead, like
other sea turtles, cannot pull its head into its shell
like land turtles. Its shell is like a suit of armor, but
its head and flippers are unprotected. Certain
sharks and killer whales may attack these parts,
but the loggerhead is big and fast and has few
natural enemies. Color its carapace and skin
reddish-brown and the plastron yellow. The
loggerhead is a rare visitor to Hawaiian waters but
is common in southern Japan and Australia.
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The Leatherback

(Dermochelys coriacea)

The Leatherback (or truckback) is the largest sea
turtle living today. It may grow to be eight feet
long and weigh 200 pounds. Its overall color is
black. The Leatherback is the only sea turtle that
does not have a hard top shell. It is protected
instead by thick skin with seven long ridges
along its back. Its leathery back gives the turtle
its name. The Leatherback is a great wanderer.
Its huge front flippers take it thousands of miles.
The Leatherback’s favorite food is a jellyfish
most sea animals avoid-the poisonous
Portuguese man-of-war. Like all sea turtles, the
Leatherback has no teeth and uses its strong
sharp, beak to catch food. The leatherback can
be found in the deep waters around the Hawaiian
Islands.
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The Honu (Green Turtle) Nesting

A female green turtle arrived offshore at her
nesting beach alone at night. She mated earlier
with a male green turtle nearby in the water. It
is time for her to lay her eggs. She might nest
three or more times during a single nesting
season. Though she is fast and well suited to
the water, she is slow and in danger on land.
The female dragged herself out of the sea and
onto the beach up beyond the reach of high
tide. She dug a pit for her body with her
flippers. She nested in it and used her back
flippers, like shovels to scoop out a bottle-
shaped hole. Now she drops about one-
hundred white, leathery eggs that look like
Ping-Pong balls into this hole. When she
finishes, she will cover the nest with sand and
slowly go back to the sea, leaving a trail behind
her. In the Hawaiian Islands, most greet turtles
migrate to nest at remote French Frigate
Shoals, 400 miles northwest of Kaua'i. This
special site is a National Wildlife Refuge where
many seabirds and monk seals have their
young.
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The Hatchlings

The rays of the sun heat the beach,
warming the turtle’s eggs buried in the
sand. The eggs develop in the nest.
They are ready to hatch in about two
months. The hatchlings, or baby
turtles, peck at their shells with a
small, sharp point at the front of their
snout--this special part will disappear
after hatching. The hatchlings cut
open their leathery shells. All must
hatch at almost the same time, for all
must share the work to escape from
the nest. The baby turtles scrape
away at the sand overhead. The sand
falls upon their empty shells, forming
a platform that allows the hatchlings to
rise. In a few days, they have scraped
their way to the roof of the nest. Then,
at night, or in the early morning when
it’s cool, little dark heads and flippers
wriggle out onto the beach. Two-inch
long hatchlings quickly crawl away to
reach the sea.
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Race to the Sea

The hatchlings go towards the sea. The
brightness over the water attracts them. They
crawl from the nest and begin their race to the
sea. Full of life, but defenseless, they race
across the beach. Their shells are soft and offer
little protection. In some places in the world,
lizards, crabs and sea birds chase the tiny turtles
and eat them. Many of the hatchlings that make
it to the water may be eaten by fish. Only a few
of the hatchlings may live to become adults.
Where they go to spend their first few years is a
mystery. It is one of nature’s great secrets.
Green turtles, for example are not seen again
until they are a few years old when they are
found feeding near the shore of islands like
those in Hawai'i. They are then as big as a
dinner plate.
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Where Sea Turtles Nest

Sea turtles nest in a wide, warm belt around the
world. They all return to the same beaches
where they themselves hatched. Each kind of
sea turtle has its own special place. For some,
only one particular place will do. The Atlantic
ridley nests only on one beach on the northeast
coast of Mexico (A). The flatback turtle lays its

eggs only on the coast of northern Australia (B).

Hawaiian green turtles may be found nesting at
French Frigate Shoals in the Northwestern
Hawaiian Islands up to 800 miles from their
feeding areas around the main islands (C). Itis
a wonder that sea turtles can remember where
they were born and that they can navigate to
find these places again.
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Turtle hunting

Certain people around the world who live
near the shore have always hunted sea
turtles to help feed their families. A
fisherman might spear a sea turtle and
take it home to eat. Groups of hunters
netted sea turtles when they rose to
breathe and brought them back to their
villages for food. For years, when there
were many sea turtles, such hunting
seemed to have little affect on their
numbers. But more and more turtles were
hunted. Money could be made selling sea
turtles. So hunters took hundreds of
turtles from the sea and even on the land,
when they were nesting. In Hawai’i, they
used to be sold to restaurants, so that
tourists could eat turtles. Fewer and
fewer sea turtles were left until they were
almost gone. Laws now protect sea
turtles and forbid trade in turtle products.
Turtles are now starting to increase in
Hawai'i due to protection. But not every
country has these laws and not everyone
obeys them.
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Let Our Turtle Family Live!

Our Hawaiian turtles are special. The turtles
that come to your island beaches are the
children and grandchildren of other turtles who
came there to nest. If the turtles are killed,
there will be no new turtles to come back to our
beaches and live in our coastal waters.

You can help to conserve sea turtles by
keeping trash out of the ocean. When sea
turtles mistake plastic for food, they can
become sick and die. Every year, people of all
ages pick up trash on beaches so that the
turtles and other special marine life will have a
clean and safe ocean. It will take many years
for sea turtle numbers to increase to healthy
numbers, but it will happen if we try.
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Kauila and the Sea Turtles of
Punalu u*

Hawaiian legend, as recorded by historian
Mary Puku’i, describes a mystical turtle
named Kauila that makes her home at
Punalu’u in the magnificent district of
Ka'u. Kauila is the daughter of two
different kinds of supernatural sea turtles
that come to Punalu’u long ago. Kauila
was born from a special egg resembling a
piece of kauila wood buried by her mother
in the warm black sand. Before returning
to the sea, Kauila's parents dug into the
earth and created a freshwater spring
named "Ka wai hu o Kauila—The rising
water of Kauila."

Kauila was empowered with the ability to
change herself from a turtle into human
form. During the daytime Kauila would
play with the children along the shoreline
and keep watch over them. When Kauila
wanted to sleep in her home underwater,
she transformed herself back into a turtle.
The people of Ka'u loved Kauila as the
guardian of their children and also for her

spring that gave them pure drinking water.
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* Punalu’u is located on the southern shores of the Big Island of Hawai'i. The Hawaiian translation of this legend has been provided

by Hawaiian historian Daniel Akaka Jr.

For additional information, please contact ghalazs@honlab.nmfs.hawaii.edu and/or see the web site www.turtles.org.




