Disturbing the Universe

By Betsy Hilbert

ive thirty a.m.; the parking lot of Crandon
Park is deserted. An empty plastic drinking
cup crunches under the tires as we pull in.
Nothing seems worth doing in the world
this early. Ute and I climb groggily out of the car. Then
the dawn blazes up out over the ocean, rose and gold
across the sky. Everything has its compensations.

The beach is still in shadow under the brightening
sky, and the dim figures of the morning cleanup crew
make a clatter among the trash bins. The two of us
are on a cleanup of a different kind this morning, amid
the beachwrack and the crumpled potato-chip bags.

“Seen anything?” my partner calls to one of the
crew further down the beach, who is slamming a trash
can with particular vengeance.

“No, Senora,” a voice drifts back, in the soft,
mixed-ethnic accents of Miami. “No fortugas today.”

Actually, we don’t want the turtles themselves; it is
turtle eggs we're looking for, in their night-laid nests
along this populous beach. Ourjobis tofindand rescue
the eggs of endangered loggerhead turtles, and to
move them to a fenced area nearby maintained by the
local Audubon Society, where the hatchlings can be
safe from the picnickers and the beach-cleaning ma-
chines, and other dangers inherent on a public beach.

We begin our long walk south, where miles ahead
the condominiums of Key Biscayne loom in the pale
light. Pity the sea turtle who tries to climb their
seawalls, or dig her nest in a carefully landscaped
patch of St. Augustine grass. A series of grunts and
swishes erupts behind us, as an early-morning beach
jogger huffs past.

Ute’s practiced strides take her up the beach
almost faster than I can follow, distracted as I am by
the pelican practicing hang-gliding in the morning air
and the rippled sand in the tidal shallows. She stops
suddenly, taking a soft breath, and I rush up to look.
Leading upward from the high-water mark is a long,
two-ridged scrape, balanced on either side by the zig-
zag series of close, rounded alternating prints. Turtle
crawl. Has she nested? Like all good predators, we
sniff around a bit before deciding where to dig.

Just below the high dunes, in a circular patch about
six feet across, the sand has been conspicuously
flailed around. She has tried to discourage nest-rob-
bers not by camouflage or hiding, but by leaving too

much notice; the disturbed area is so big, and digging
in the packed sand so difficult, that the attempt would
discourage hunters with less sense of mission than
we have. We could poke a sharp stick into the sand
until it came up sticky with egg white, as is the
traditional technique throughout the Caribbean, but
that would damage eggs we are trying to protect.
Nothing to do but start digging.

Beneath the turbulence of the dry top sand, the
rough, damp subsurface scrapes against the skin of
our hands. We run our fingers across the hard sand,
hoping to find a soft spot. When no depression
becomes apparent—this time it isn't going to be
easy—we hand-dig trenches at intervals across the
area. Sometimes it takes an hour or more of digging
before the nest is found; sometimes there are no eggs
at all.

Inmy third trench, about four inches down, there is
a lump that doesn't feel like rock or shell. A smooth
white surface appears, and another next to it and
slightly lower. The eggs look exactly like ping-pong
balls, little white spheres, but the shell is soft and
flexible. With infinite care, I lift the little balls out as
Ute counts them, then place them in a plastic con-
tainer, trying always to keep them in the same posi-
tion they were laid. Turtle embryos bond to the
shells, and turning the eggs as we rebury them might
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put the infants in the wrong position, with cata-
strophic results.

One hundred fourteen little worlds come out of
their flask-shaped, smooth-sided nest. The eggs are
spattered lightly with sand, and my probing fingers hit
patches of sticky wetness among them, apparently
some kind of lubricating fluid from the mother. The
surprising softness of the shells makes sense to me
as I dig deeper; hard shells might have cracked as the
eggs dropped onto one another.

Carrying the egg container to the reburying place,
I am glowing like the sunrise with self-satisfaction.
Savior of sea turtles, that’s me. Defender of the
endangered. Momma turtle would be very pleased
that her babies were receiving such good care.

Or would she? I look down at the eggs in their
plastic box, and realize that she'd regard me as just
another predator, if she regarded me at all. That
turtle, if we ever met, would be much more con-
cerned about my species’ taste for turtle meat than
about my professed interest in her offspring. What
would I be to her except another kind of nuisance?
Perhaps the Mother of Turtles might respond as the
Pigeon in Alice in Wonderland does when Alice tries
to explain that she's not a snake, but a little girl: “No,
no! You're a serpent; and there’s no use denying it. I
suppose you'll be telling me next that you never
tasted an egg!”

hat was I to these eggs but just another nest-
robber? Did I really know the impact of my
actions, the extended chain of events [ was setting in
motion? With present scientific knowledge, no human
alive could chart the course of that one loggerhead as
she found her way across the seas. Where she bred
and slept, where her food came from, are still myste-
ries. Not only are there too few scientists searching
for the answers, too little money for research, but
ultimately there are “answers” we can probably never
have. Our ways of knowing are species-locked, our
understandings limited by human perceptual pro-
cesses. [ was a shadow on a dusky beach, groping in
the dark for more than turtle eggs, digging, shoulder-
deep, in holes not of my making.
Suppose we save these eggs, and the turtles that
hatch return years later as hoped, to nest on this

beach? This land will never be wild any more; the
skyscrapers that rise across Biscayne Bay bear
megalithic testimony that the future of South Florida
is written in concrete. The beach, if preserved, will
continue public, and pressured, one of a small number
of recreation areas for an ever-growing number of
people. So there will never be a time when these
animals can live out their lives without the interven-
tion of people like Ute and me. Like so much else of
nature now, the turtles of Crandon Park will be for-
ever dependent on human action. Thanks to us, they
are surviving; but thanks to us, they are also less than
self-sufficient.

And why am I so convinced I'm actually doing
good, anyway? Suppose more babies survive than
can be supported by their environment, and next
year there is a crash in their food supply, or that
something we do, entirely unknowing, weakens the
hatchlings so that their survival rate is actually
lowered? Maybe we should just leave them alone.
Maybe they would be better off taking their chances
where their mothers first laid them, risking the rac-
coons and the beach parties.

None of us knows the final outcome of any action,
the endless chain of ripples that we start with every
movement. We walk in the world blindly, crashing into
unidentified objects and tripping over rough edges.
We human beings are too big for our spaces, too
powerful for our understanding. What I do today will
wash up somewhere far beyond my ability to know
about it.

And yet, last year, five thousand new turtles were
released from the Audubon compound, five thousand
members of a threatened species, which would
almost certainly not have been hatched otherwise. A
triend who urged me to join the turtle project said that
on a recent trip to Cape Sable in the Everglades he
found at last fifteen nests on a short walk, every one
of them dug up and destroyed by raccoons. Whatever
chance these hundred fourteen embryos have,
nestled mside their shells in the styrofoam cradle, is
what we give them.

In The Encantadas, his description of what are now
called the Galapagos Islands, Herman Melville
depicted the sea tortoises of “dateless, indefinite
endurance” which the crew of the whaling ship takes



aboard. Melville pointed out that those who see only
the bright undersides of the tortoises might swear
the animal has no dark side, while those who have
never turned the tortoise over would swear it is
entirely “one total inky blot.” “The tortoise is both
black and bright,” Melville cautioned. So, too, my
morning beach walk has two sides, one purposeful,
the other full of doubt.

hatever my ambivalences may be, the eggs are

still in my hands. Ute and I reach the hatchery
enclosure and unlock the chain-link fence. We dig
another hole as close in size and shape to the original
as we can imitate, and then rebury our babies, brush-
ing our doubts back into the hole with the sand. As we
mark the location of the new nest with a circle of wire

fencing, [ am reminded that in the world today there is
no way, any more, not to do something. Even if
despite our best efforts there will never again be any
loggerhead turtles, even if the numbers of the people
concerned are few and our knowledge pitifully lim-
ited, even if we sometimes do unconscious harm in
trying to do good, we no longer have the option of
inaction. The universe is already disturbed, disturbed
by more than my presence on an early-morning
beach, with the sunlight glinting off the blue-tiled
hotel swimming pools. While the choice is mine, [
choose to walk. @

Betsy Hilbert teaches English at Miami-Dade Com-
munity College and is a member of the Tropical
Audubon Society’s sea-turtle rescue effort.
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