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NIGHT 1: SECTOR A
We walk the beach. Foam percolates at the edges of the 
EXV\�RFHDQ��7KH�ZKLWHFDSV��DQG�WKH�oUHpLHV�JOLGLQJ�RYHU�
the black-sand playa, are all we can see. Didher Chacon-
&KDYHUUL��RXU�:LGHFDVW�7XUWOH�&RQVHUYDWLRQ�3URMHFW�JXLGH��
is our eyes. After 20 years working this beach, he sees like a 
Costa Rican bat. “Aqui,” he says and points to a leatherback 
turtle’s tracks. But she is no longer here. She’s returned to 
WKH�ZDWHU��EXW�QRW�EHIRUH�OHDYLQJ�EHKLQG�KHU�pLSSHU�SULQWV�
DQ�HPERVVHG�LQYLWDWLRQ�WR�KHU�EDE\�VKRZHU��

)RU�WKUHH�KRXUV��RXU�JURXS�RI�YROXQWHHUV�EREV�DQG�ZHDYHV�
LQ�VWHS�EHKLQG�'LGLKHU��KRSLQJ�WR�oQG�WKH�VHD�WXUWOH�OD\LQJ�
her eggs—and trying to stay upright. “Ahora, we rest aqui 
por veinte minutos, and la esperamos.” When we pass the 
other night patrol, we hear, “No veo nada.” Six hours on 
a bus from San Jose has brought us to Gandoca, and we 
DUH�ZHDU\�WUDYHOHUV��,�DP�KHUH�WR�ZULWH�D�SLHFH�RQ�WKH�
EXUJHRQLQJ�WUHQG�RI�YROXQWRXULVP��EXW�OLNH�WKH�RWKHUV��,
YH�
\HW�WR�JHW�D�IXOO�QLJKW
V�VOHHS��6R�GXULQJ�HYHU\����PLQXWH�
EUHDN��RXU�YLUJLQ�FUHZ�QRGV�RII�OLNH�JXLOW\�DSRVWOHV�LQ�WKH�
Garden of Gethsemane. Didiher has pity on us. He lets us 
go back to our cabins at the homestay, where we try to 
fall asleep on the Caribbean coast, beneath mosquito-net 
FDQRSLHV�DQG�WR�WKH�oHVWD�RI�KRZOHU�PRQNH\V�MXVW�RXWVLGH�
the doors. Our cabins, were they a few miles down the pot-
KROHG�PDLQ�URDG��ZRXOG�EH�LQ�3DQDPD�

7KH�QH[W�PRUQLQJ��ODWKHUHG�LQ�EXJ�VSUD\�DQG�VXQVFUHHQ��,�
KHDG�WR�WKH�EHDFK�WR�VLW�LQ�WKH�UDLQ��,�DP�FRPSOHWHO\�DORQH��

except for a machete-wielding local man whacking the tops 
RII�RI�FRFRQXWV��,
P�XQDUPHG��EXW�ZRUU\�LVQ
W�QHFHVVDU\��
*DQGRFD�LV�D�VDIH�SODFH�ZKHUH�HYHU\RQH�NQRZV�RQH�
another, and the population is 178. One bar. One “store.” 
2QH�UHVWDXUDQW��%XW�*DQGRFD�ZDV�ERUQ�IURP�EORRG�IURP�
��WK�FHQWXU\�WXUWOH�KXQWHUV�ZKR�VHW�XS�WKH�oUVW�FDPSV�
KHUH��GULHG�WKH�WXUWOH
V�pHVK�IRU�PHDW��FDUYHG�KHU�WRUWRLVH�
VKHOO�IRU�MHZHOU\��DQG�VWROH�KHU�HJJV�IRU�DSKURGLVLDFV��$QG�
ZHOO�EHIRUH�WKH�EDQDQD�SODQWDWLRQV�DQG�URDG�LPSURYHPHQWV�
FDPH��WKH�NLOOLQJ�ZDV�SUREDEO\�GRQH�DW�VXVWDLQDEOH�OHYHOV��
After all, in the 17th and 18th centuries, thousands of sea 
WXUWOHV�FUXLVHG�WKH�RFHDQV�RI�&HQWUDO�$PHULFD�LQ�pRWLOODV�VR�
GHQVH�WKH\�DOWHUHG�WKH�PRYHPHQW�RI�VKLSV��%XW�E\�WKH�ODWH�
20th century, the turtle armadas had all but disappeared.

NIGHT 2: SECTOR B
2XU�JURXS�RI�HLJKW�YROXQWHHUV�SOXV�WZR�ELRORJLVWV�DQG�
WZR�JXLGHV�PDUFK�WKH�EHDFK�IURP���S�P��WR�PLGQLJKW��,W�
ORRNV�DQG�IHHOV�OLNH�PLOLWDU\�ERRW�FDPS�RU�SULVRQ�DQG�
we were lucky enough to get the early shift. The guides 
UDWWOH�RII�SKUDVHV�LQ�6SDQLVK��WKHLU�IRUPV�EDUHO\�YLVLEOH�
against the negra sand and sky. We wear dark clothing 
and headlamps with red lights, but we are not allowed to 
XVH�WKHP�XQOHVV�LW�LV�DQ�HPHUJHQF\�DQG�WULSSLQJ�RYHU�
GRZQHG�WUHHV�DQG�XQHYHQ�VDQG�GRHV�QRW�FRQVWLWXWH�RQH��
$QG�EHFDXVH�WKH�WXUWOHV�DUH�VHQVLWLYH�WR�VPHOO��DV�ZHOO�DV�
to light, we’re banned from using bug spray on patrol. Our 
OLJKWO\�VDOWHG��VZHDW\�VNLQ�GUDZV�PRVTXLWRHV�OLNH�YXOWXUHV�WR�
URDGNLOO�PDNLQJ�LW�PRUH�GLIoFXOW�WR�DSSUHFLDWH�WKDW�DFFHVV�
WR�WKLV�SURWHFWHG�EHDFK�IURP���S�P��WR���D�P��LV�D�SULYLOHJH�

I Am A 
Turtle Midwife

A skeptical voluntourist rolls up her 
sleeves to save leatherback turtles in 
Gandoca, Costa Rica.

by Michelle Theall
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UHVHUYHG�IRU�SHRSOH�ZKR�ZRUN�IRU�WKH�WXUWOH�SURMHFW��

'HVSLWH�WKH�ULVNV�RI�PDODULD�DQG�GHQJXH�IHYHU��QLJKW�
SDWUROV�SURYLGH�RQH�RI�WKH�IHZ�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�VHH�WKH�
endangered leatherback turtle as she nests and lays her 
HJJV��9ROXQWHHUV�SD\�PRQH\�WR�FRPH�KHUH�WR�GR�MXVW�WKLV��
They are part of a staggering number of people opting into 
YROXQWRXULVP�ZKLFK�DW�WKH�PRPHQW�VHHPV�OLNH�VHQVHOHVV�
torture to me. 

,Q�IRXU�KRXUV��ZH�VHH�QRWKLQJ��1R�WUDFNV��1R�WXUWOHV��,W
V�D�
bust. Finding polar bears in Canada in the summertime 
KDG�EHHQ�HDVLHU��7ZR�QLJKWV�RI�WUDLSVLQJ�DOO�RYHU�WKH�VKRUH��
VWXPEOLQJ�DQG�VZHDULQJ�LQ�WKH�GDUN�KDYH�PH�ZRQGHULQJ��
Why do I even care if the leatherback goes extinct? Because 
it’s becoming abundantly clear that, without human 
LQWHUYHQWLRQ��WKDW�ZLOO�EH�KHU�IDWH�

7KH�:LGHFDVW�7XUWOH�&RQVHUYDWLRQ�3URMHFW�VWDUWHG�LQ�
1984 after the leatherback population had declined from 
WKRXVDQGV�WR�MXVW�D�IHZ�KXQGUHG��0RGHUQ�GD\�SUREOHPV�RI�
EHDFK�HURVLRQ��OLJKW�SROOXWLRQ��FRPPHUFLDO�GHYHORSPHQW��DQG�
ULVLQJ�ZDWHU�OHYHOV�GXH�WR�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��FRPELQHG�ZLWK�

centuries of poaching, had all but 
decimated the ocean giants. With 
hatch rates a dismal 10 percent, 
Widecast’s chief goals were to 
inspire the people of Gandoca to 
EHFRPH�SDVVLRQDWH�DERXW�VDYLQJ�
turtles—despite a culture in which 
killing them was accepted— and 

to atone (by way of intercession) for man’s part in destroying 
the leatherback’s natural habitat. 

k,W�WDNHV�D�IHPDOH�OHDWKHUEDFN����WR����\HDUV�WR�UHDFK�
maturity and return to the beach to lay her eggs,” Andrey 
Castillo, a 24-year-old fourth generation Gandocan, 
explains to our group as we gather beneath a tent, lifting 
our feet so the cutter ants don’t bite us or try to carry us 
away along with our folding chairs. “A lot can happen 
LQ�WZR�GHFDGHV��6R�HYHQ�LI�WKH�WXUWOH�OLYHV�WKDW�ORQJ��VKH�
PD\�FRPH�EDFN�WR�oQG�WKDW�KHU�QHVWLQJ�JURXQGV�KDYH�
EHHQ�UD]HG�IRU�VHDVLGH�FRQGRV��6KH�DOVR�QDYLJDWHV�E\�WKH�
ZKLWHFDSV�RI�WKH�ZDYHV��VR�SRUFK�OLJKWV�RU�VLJQV�IURP�
nearby cantinas can disorient her. She’ll walk in circles 
IRU�KRXUV�DQG�WKHQ�DERUW�KHU�HJJV�LQWR�WKH�RFHDQ�y�+DYLQJ�
ZDONHG�HYHU\�VHFWRU�RI�WKH�����PLOH�SURWHFWHG�VWUHWFK�RI�
EHDFK��,�NQRZ�oUVWKDQG�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�QR�RFHDQIURQW�UHVRUWV�
RU�WKURQJV�RI�WRXULVWV��,W
V�UHIUHVKLQJ�DQG�VREHULQJ�WR�VHH�WKH�
GLIIHUHQFH�WKLV�PDNHV�DQG�QRW�MXVW�IRU�WKH�WXUWOHV�

Volunteers stay with families who are compensated by 
WRXULVP�FRPSDQLHV��7KHVH�IDPLOLHV�KDYH�QHYHU�KHDUG�RI�
)DFHERRN�RU�L3RGV�RU�American Idol��7KH\�GR�QRW�KDYH�
,QWHUQHW�DFFHVV�RU�FHOO�SKRQHV�RU�WHOHYLVLRQ��,QVWHDG�WKH\�
HQJDJH�ZLWK�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW�DURXQG�WKHP�WKHLU�ODQG��
WKHLU�YLOODJH��RQH�DQRWKHU��DQG�RI�FRXUVH�WKH�OHDWKHUEDFNV��
There is no indoor dining, no windows to separate people 
from the sound of the Caribbean Sea or the sweet smell of 
WKH�MXQJOH��:H�WDNH�D�EUHDN�IURP�RXU�HOHFWURQLF�JDGJHWV�DQG�
the media and politics. We eat freshly prepared authentic 
/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�IRRG��LQFOXGLQJ�VRSDSLOOD�OLNH�EUHDGV�VHUYHG�

Images Clockwise:
Fresh coconut from 
Gerrardo; Turtle stats 
after night patrol;
Andrey, a fourth-genera-
tion turtle guide; Family is 
rst	in	Gandoca
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warm and dipped in melting peanut butter, and bananas 
and coconuts straight from the trees. Our guides, including 
$QGUH\��DOVR�OLYH�D�VLPSOH�H[LVWHQFH�LQ�ZKDW�DPRXQWV�WR�QR�
more than a tree house: boards up on stilts, no electricity 
RU�KRW�ZDWHU��DQG�KROHV�IRU�ZLQGRZV�D�URXJK�KHZQ�KRPH�
FDOOHG�WKH�WXUWOH�VWDWLRQ��7KHLU�\DUG�QHYHU�QHHGV�WR�EH�
mowed. And their alarm clocks, screeching monkeys and 
WRXFDQV��KRYHU�DERYH�WKHP�LQ�D�UDLQIRUHVW�FDQRS\�WKDW�,�
count to be nine different shades of green.

k,W
V�muy importante,” Andrey explains, using the photo 
DOEXP�LQ�KLV�ODS�DV�D�YLVXDO�DLG��kWKDW�ZH�JHW�DV�PDQ\�
eggs to hatch as possible, because only one out of 
HYHU\�WKRXVDQG�ZLOO�OLYH�ORQJ�HQRXJK�WR�FRPH�EDFN�DQG�
UHSURGXFH�y�:H�OHDUQ�IURP�$QGUH\�WKDW�EDE\�WXUWOHV�KDYH�
WKHLU�RZQ�KRVW�RI�HQHPLHV��1HZO\�KDWFKHG�WXUWOHV�PXVW�JHW�
to the sea quickly before feral dogs, crabs, and birds pick 
them off. And like their moms, they use the white foam of 
WKH�RFHDQ�RU�DQ\WKLQJ�ZKLWH�IRU�WKDW�PDWWHU��LQFOXGLQJ�
KHDGODPSV��SRUFK�OLJKWV��HYHQ�ZKLWH�k,
P�:LWK�6WXSLGy�
WRXULVW�7�VKLUWV�WR�JXLGH�WKHP�WR�VDIHW\��2QFH�LQ�WKH�RFHDQ��
as they grow in size, many are snagged by long line or 
WUDZOLQJ�oVKHUPHQ�RU�VXIIRFDWH�E\�VZDOORZLQJ�SODVWLF�EDJV�
and other basura�WKDW�oQGV�LWV�ZD\�LQWR�WKH�VHD��7XUWOHV�
HDW�MHOO\oVK��DQG�QRWKLQJ�ORRNV�PRUH�OLNH�D�MHOO\oVK�WKDQ�D�
pRDWLQJ�SODVWLF�EDJ��WKH�NLQG�QHDUE\�EDQDQD�SODQWDWLRQV�XVH�
by the thousands). As for defense against ocean predators, 
sea turtles don’t retract their heads, and the leatherback’s 

VKHOO�LV�VRIW�DQG�YXOQHUDEOH��WKH�RQO\�WKLQJ�VKH�KDV�JRLQJ�
IRU�KHU�LV�KHU�LPPHQVH�VL]H�LI�VKH�PDQDJHV�WR�UHDFK�
adulthood. 

NIGHT 3: SECTOR B
We walk again. Our patrol stops short. Eric, our guide, 
PRYHV�DKHDG�ZKLOH�ZH�ZDLW��1LFNL�:KHHOHU��D�%ULWLVK�H[SDW�
ZKR�DOVR�ZRUNV�WR�VDYH�VKDUNV��ZKLFK��VKH�HPSKDVL]HV��DUH�
YHU\�PLVXQGHUVWRRG���SRLQWV�WRZDUG�WKH�RFHDQ��,I�,�VTXLQW��,�
FDQ�PDNH�RXW�D�GDUN�EORE����IHHW�DZD\��,W�FRXOG�EH�D�PRXQG�
RI�NHOS�RU�D�ORJ��,�FDQ
W�EH�VXUH��,
P�WROG�LW
V�D�WXUWOH��(ULF�KDV�
VSRWWHG�KHU�GLJJLQJ�KHU�QHVW�DQG�WKH�KROH�NHHSV�oOOLQJ�XS�
with water. Still she keeps digging too close to the ocean, 
REOLYLRXV�DV�WKH�ZDYHV�FUDVK�
RYHU�KHU�DQG�EUHDN�DJDLQVW�KHU�
VKHOO��(YHQ�WKRXJK�WKHUH�DUH�QR�
lights to disorient the turtles and 
SOHQW\�RI�YLDEOH�SODFHV�IRU�WKHP�
WR�EXLOG�QHVWV��RYHU����SHUFHQW�RI�
the turtles, like this one, choose to 
OD\�WKHLU�HJJV�LQ�SODFHV�ZKHUH�
ZLWKRXW�YROXQWHHUV�WR�UHORFDWH�
WKHP�WKH�RFHDQ�ZLOO�VZDOORZ�
them up and kill them. “Turtles 
DUHQ
W�WKH�FOHYHUHVW�WKLQJV�y�1LFNL�
tells me. We wait to see what the 
leatherback does. An hour later, 

Images Clockwise:
The Turtle Station dorm; 
Local banana plantation 
utilizing plastic bags to ripen 
fruit; The author/voluntour-
ist clearing the beach for 
turtle nests; Howler monkey 
heaven; Purse made from 
trash; Local woman weav-
ing (go to womensadven-
turemagazine.com to watch 
a video and learn how the 
bags are made.)
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VKH�GLVDSSHDUV�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�RFHDQ�ZLWKRXW�oQLVKLQJ�KHU�QHVW��

,�DP�VHDUFKLQJ�IRU�VRPH�HYROXWLRQDU\�SXUSRVH�IRU�WKLV�
animal, some reason why we should care if the leatherback 
FRQWLQXHV�WR�H[LVW��%HFDXVH�LW�VHHPV�D�+HUFXOHDQ�WDVN�
VWRSSLQJ�MXVW�VKRUW�RI�WU\LQJ�WR�UHSURGXFH�WKHP�LQ�D�ODE�WR�
VDYH�WKHP��

,�DVN�1LFNL�DERXW�WKH�YDOXH�RI�WKH�OHDWKHUEDFN��VXUHO\�
they are an irreplaceable link in the delicate chain of our 
HFRV\VWHP��6KH�H[SODLQV�WKDW�WKH�WXUWOHV�VDYH�FRUDO�UHHIV�
by feeding on a certain type of bacteria, and they keep 
WKH�MHOO\oVK�SRSXODWLRQ�LQ�FKHFN��ZKLFK�SURWHFWV�WRXULVP�
DQG�FRPPHUFLDO�oVKLQJ��,W
V�QRW�WKH�DQVZHU�,
G�KRSHG�IRU��
EHFDXVH�,�DOUHDG\�NQRZ�WKDW�ZKDOHV��VXQoVK��DQG�EOXH�
URFNoVK�GR�D�JRRG�MRE�VWULSSLQJ�WKH�VDPH�W\SH�RI�EDFWHULD�
RII�FRUDO�UHHIV��DQG�WRXULVP�DQG�FRPPHUFLDO�oVKLQJ�DUH�WZR�
of the primary factors causing the leatherback’s extinction 
LQ�WKH�oUVW�SODFH��:KLOH�,
P�QRW�LQVHQVLWLYH�WR�WKH�WXUWOH
V�
SOLJKW��LW�VHHPV�DV�LI�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�HYROXWLRQ�KDV�PDGH�
LWVHOI�TXLWH�FOHDU��6R��,�KDYH�WR�DVN�P\VHOI��GR�WXUWOHV�GHVHUYH�
extinction if they are as dumb as a bag of rocks and seemingly 

ZLWKRXW�SXUSRVH"�$QG�IXUWKHU��LI�MHOO\oVK�ZHUH�JRLQJ�H[WLQFW��
ZRXOG�ZH�JR�WR�VXFK�JUHDW�OHQJWKV�WR�VDYH�WKHP"

,Q�WKH�PRUQLQJ��ZH�JDWKHU�EHQHDWK�WKH�WXUWOH�VWDWLRQ�WHQW��
VPHOOLQJ�RI�VXQVFUHHQ��VZHDW��DQG�'((7��,�DGPLW�WKDW�,�DP�
starting to feel like a cast member of Lost, pressing in a 
FRGH�RYHU�DQG�RYHU�DJDLQ�DW�WKH�KDWFK��EHFDXVH�VRPHRQH�
WROG�PH�LW�ZRXOG�VDYH�WKH�ZRUOG��1RZ�1LFNL�VWDQGV�LQ�IURQW�
of the group with three local women next to her. There are 
piles of plastic bags on the table next to them. “Years ago, 
WKH�SHRSOH�OLYLQJ�LQ�DQG�DURXQG�WKLV�DUHD�PDGH�PRQH\�IURP�
WKH�GHDWK�RI�WXUWOHV�y�1LFNL�VD\V��k1RZ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�PDNHV�
PRQH\�IURP�WXUWOHV�D�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\�E\�VDYLQJ�WKHP�y

One of the women holds up a colorful purse while another 
GLVSOD\V�D�VPDOO�VFXOSWXUH�RI�D�ZKDOH��1LFNL�H[SODLQV�KRZ�
the women collect trash from the beaches, roads, and land 
VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�EDQDQD�SODQWDWLRQV��7KH\�VDOYDJH�WKH�
plastic bags, cut the tops and bottoms off, scrub them with 
&KORUR[��VRUW�WKHP�E\�FRORU��DQG�WKHQ�ZHDYH�WKHP�LQWR�
SXUVHV�RU�PHOW�WKHP�LQWR�KDUG�PROGV�WR�FDUYH�LQWR�DQLPDO�
VKDSHV��:LGHFDVW�SXUFKDVHV�WKHVH�oQLVKHG�LWHPV�IRU�DURXQG�
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����DSLHFH�DQG�WKHQ�UHVHOOV�WKHP�WR�WXUWOH�VWDWLRQ�YLVLWRUV�
IRU������,W�WDNHV�D�ZRPDQ�WKUHH�GD\V�WR�oQLVK�D�VLQJOH�
purse. But each plastic bag recycled and sold is one less 
choking or killing a sea turtle. And of equal importance, 
this practice feeds and employs the women of Gandoca. 
6DYLQJ�WKH�OHDWKHUEDFN�WXUWOH�WDNHV�D�YLOODJH��EXW�VDYLQJ�
Gandoca takes the leatherback turtle. 

NIGHT 4: SECTOR C
After spending the afternoon clearing logs and debris from 
D�UHFHQW�pRRG��WR�JLYH�WKH�OHDWKHUEDFN�PRUH�KLJK�DQG�GU\�
places to dig her nest), we form two lines and walk the 
EHDFK�DJDLQ��,�KDYH�\HW�WR�VHH�D�WXUWOH�XS�FORVH�RU�OD\LQJ�
her eggs, although at breakfast other patrol members wax 
poetic about their experiences with the turtles on other 
shifts. Some actually cry. 

%XW��,
P�PRUH�UHOD[HG�WKDQ�,
YH�EHHQ�LQ�PRQWKV��DZD\�IURP�
WKH�RIoFH��DQG�WUDIoF��DQG�WDNLQJ�FDUH�RI�WKH�PDQ\�kWKLQJVy�
,
YH�DFFXPXODWHG��,
P�oQGLQJ�LQVWHDG�WKDW�QLJKW�SDWUROV�
SURYLGH�SOHQW\�RI�WLPH�WR�WKLQN��SUD\��DQG�FRQWHPSODWH�WKH�
FRPSOH[LWLHV�RI�SURIRXQG�OLIH�DQG�GHDWK�LVVXHV�HVSHFLDOO\�
GXULQJ�RXU�EUHDNV��,Q�WKH�GDUN��VLWWLQJ�DQG�UHVWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�
RWKHUV�LQ�WKH�VDQG��,�VHH�WKH�EXLOGLQJ�ZDYHV�DQG�P\�H\HV�SOD\�
WULFNV�RQ�PH��,�FDQ
W�PDNH�RXW�WKH�KRUL]RQ��-XVW�D�EODFN�ZDOO�
ULVLQJ��,W�PDNHV�P\�KHDUW�UDFH��,�WKLQN�DERXW�P\�EHDXWLIXO�
IULHQG�.HOO\�+LOOJURYH��ZKR�GLHG�oYH�\HDUV�DJR�ZKHQ�D�
tsunami hit Sri Lanka. She was eating breakfast with her 
oDQFÑ�DQG�ZDV�VZHSW�DZD\��:KHQ�WKH\�IRXQG�KHU��VKH�ZDV�
KROGLQJ�WKH�KDQG�RI�D�VPDOO�FKLOG��,W�ZRXOG�EH�OLNH�.HOO\�WR�
KDYH�WULHG�WR�VDYH�WKH�OLWWOH�ER\��RU�WR�KDYH�VLPSO\�FRPIRUWHG�
him if that were all she had left to offer. 

,�ZRQGHU�KRZ�DQ\RQH�KHUH�LQ�*DQGRFD�ZRXOG�HYHU�NQRZ�
if an earthquake had hit somewhere far away and caused 
D�ZDYH�WKDW�VZDOORZHG�XS�HYHU\WKLQJ�LQ�LWV�SDWK��WXUWOH�
HJJV�DQG�DOO��,W�VHHPV�WR�PH�WKDW��OLNH�.HOO\��WKH\�ZRXOG�
KDYH�VSHQW�WKHLU�ODVW�GD\V�WU\LQJ�WR�VDYH�D�OLYLQJ�WKLQJ�DQG�
LQWHUDFWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�SHRSOH�WKH\�ORYH��LQVWHDG�RI�EHLQJ�
caught, like me, playing marathon games of Scrabble on 
P\�L3KRQH�RU�ZDWFKLQJ�30 Rock��,�KDYH�D���\HDU�ROG�VRQ�
EDFN�KRPH��PLVVLQJ�PH�LW�LV�P\�FKRLFH�WR�EH�VR�IDU�DZD\�
IRU�WKLV�PRPHQW��WR�WDNH�D�EUHDN�IURP�EHLQJ�D�SDUHQW��,�
FORVH�P\�H\HV��DQG�ZKHQ�,�RSHQ�WKHP��WKH�KD]H�RI�FORXGV�
DERYH�HYDSRUDWHV�DQG�,�VHH�HYHU\�VWDU�LQ�WKH�VN\��$ORQJ�WKH�
KRUL]RQ��oUHpLHV�PLUURU�WKH�0LON\�:D\�EOLQNLQJ�DFURVV�
WKH�VDQG��$W�RQFH�,�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�WXUWOHV�FDQ�EHFRPH�
GLVRULHQWHG�E\�DUWLoFLDO�OLJKWV�DQG�ORVH�WKHLU�ZD\��,�WKLQN�
WKDW�HYHQ�LI�,�GR�QRW�VHH�D�WXUWOH��,�DP�VWLOO�RQH�RI�WKH�
luckiest people on the planet. 

NIGHT 5: SECTOR B
,W�LV�RXU�ODVW�QLJKW�RI�SDWURO��9ROXQWHHUV�IURP�6HFWRU�$�
radio Eric, our turtle—whisperer guide, that they passed a 
leatherback on their way through our area. We all but run, 
EOLQG�DQG�LQ�IRUPDWLRQ��DERXW�D�PLOH��1R�WXUWOH��:H�UHVW��
$QG�LW�LV�RND\��,�JHW�ORVW�LQ�WKH�GUXPPLQJ�RI�WKH�ZDYHV�DQG�
WKH�UHSHWLWLYH�GLQ�RI�FLFDGDV�DQG�IURJV��7KH�UDLQIRUHVW�DQG�
WKH�RFHDQ�VD\�WR�PH��k:H�DUH�DOLYH�y�$QG�,�UHVSRQG��k<HV��
it is a powerful and important thing we share, this being 
DOLYH�y�,�ULVH�WR�P\�IHHW��

$QG�WKHQ��ZH�oQG�KHU��$�9RONVZDJHQ�RI�D�OHDWKHUEDFN��
robotically digging a nest too close to the ocean. Eric hands 
PH�JORYHV�DQG�D�SODVWLF�EDJ��DQG�MXVW�OLNH�WKDW��,�DP�D�WXUWOH�
PLGZLIH��,�OLH�pDW��SRVLWLRQ�WKH�EDJ�EHQHDWK�KHU�WDLO��DQG�OHW�
KHU�EDFN�pLSSHUV�SUHVV�LQ�UK\WKP�DJDLQVW�P\�KDQGV��:KLWH�
eggs the size of cue balls drop from her in clumps of two 
or three. Eric measures the depth and width of the nest, as 
ZHOO�DV�WKH�OHQJWK�RI�KHU�pLSSHU��VR�WKDW�KH�FDQ�UHFUHDWH�WKH�
QHVW�IRU�KHU�LQ�D�VDIHU�SODFH��6KH�OD\V�����YLDEOH�HJJV��WKHQ�
eight randomly sized unfertile eggs on top for insulation. 
,�WDNH�WKH�EDJ�DZD\�DV�VKH�EHJLQV�WR�FRYHU�WKH�QHVW�ZLWK�
VDQG��:KLOH�VKH�FDPRXpDJHV�KHU�QRZ�HPSW\�QHVW��ZH�
PHDVXUH�KHU�DQG�H[DPLQH�KHU�IRU�VFDUV�DQG�LQMXULHV��+HU�
VKHOO�LV�PHGLHYDO��D�VSLN\�DUPRU�RI�QRQGHVFULSW�FRORU��$W�QR�
point do we shine a white light or walk in front of her. The 
ZKROH�SURFHVV�WDNHV�DW�OHDVW�DQ�KRXU��:KHQ�ZH�OHDYH�KHU�WR�
oQLVK�RXU�VKLIW��DOO�,�UHDOO\�ZDQW�WR�GR�LV�VWD\�DQG�ZDWFK�KHU�
until she disappears into the sea. 

,Q����GD\V��P\�WXUWOHV�ZLOO�KDWFK�DQG�WU\�WR�PDNH�WKHLU�ZD\�
WR�WKH�VXUI��:HUH�,�WR�UHWXUQ�WR�*DQGRFD�LQ�������,�PLJKW�VHH�
one of them again, coming in from the ocean to lay her eggs. 
%XW�WKH�RGGV�DUH�DJDLQVW�LW��,�JR�KRPH��,�KXJ�P\�VRQ��7DON�WR�
him about my turtle. Tell him that she was almost eight feet 
long. Watch his eyes grow wide at the thought of her. 

6DYLQJ�WKHVH�UHSWLOHV�VHHPV�D�IXWLOH�DQG�WHGLRXV�WDVN��7KH\�
DUH�GLQRVDXUV��YHVWLJHV�RI�VRPH�IRUJRWWHQ�WLPH��DQG�WKH\�
ZLOO�H[LVW�IRU�RQO\�DV�ORQJ�DV�ZH�GHHP�WKH�ZRUN�RI�VDYLQJ�
WKHP�LPSRUWDQW��%\�WKH�WLPH�,�OHDYH�*DQGRFD��,�JHW�LW��:H�
VDYH�WKH�OHDWKHUEDFN�VLPSO\�EHFDXVH�ZH�FDQ��7R�KDYH�WKDW�
ability and not use it would kill not only the turtles but 
WKH�KHDUW�DQG�VRXO�RI�D�YLOODJH�
that depends on her. With a 90 
SHUFHQW�KDWFK�UDWH��DQG�WKH�oUVW�
groups of tagged turtles returning 
from their 20 years at sea, the 
leatherbacks and the community 
of Gandoca remain committed to 
WKH�LQYDOXDEOH�ZRUN�RI�VDYLQJ�DQG�
healing each other.

Images left to right: 
Entrance to the Turtle 
Station; Uninhabited black 
sand beach where night 
patrols take place; At 
last, a leatherback laying 
her eggs
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Intrepid Travel
Intrepid Travel offers many different types 
of trips, including 24 voluntourism options, 
rated for you by level of culture shock and 
physical abilities. All 24 are centered on 
teaching and building homes, schools, and 
other infrastructure in rural areas for two to 
six weeks. 
Cost: Trips start around $1,200

A few of our favorites:
•	Join	a	Peruvian	village	at	the	base	of	the	

Andes to teach local children and build 
homes and schools for their community. 
Take time to see Incan ruins and pathways.
•	Work	alongside	local	Nadi	builders	

and become an essential part of a rural 
Fijian community. Explore lush, tropical 
surroundings on your days off.
•	Head	to	Tanzania,	Africa,	and	contribute	

to projects in impoverished sections 
of Moshi, the gateway city to Mount 
Kilimanjaro. Stay extra days to enjoy a 
safari or rest on a beach in Zanzibar.

www.intrepidtravel.com

i-to-i
Founded over 15 years ago, i-to-i has sent 
over 20,000 volunteers abroad on projects 
ranging from saving the leatherback turtles 
in Latin America to working with children 
in orphanages in Mombasa, Kenya. Most 
trips range from two to four weeks; the 
longer ones include a bit more adventure. 
Climbing Kilimanjaro, anyone?
Cost: Trips start around $1,000

A few of our favorites:
•	Work	with	white	lions	and	other	large	

predators at a lion education center in 
Gauteng Province, South Africa. The trip 
ends with a safari. 
•	Hop	atop	an	elephant	and	camp	in	

the jungle on game drives to monitor 
populations of Bengal tigers in Arunachai 
Pradesh, India.
•	Enjoy	dramatic	scenery	and	the	cultural	

warmth of a homestay family as you build 
schools and houses in La Esperanza, 
Honduras. 
•	Care	for	orphaned	children	living	at	a	

shelter in Samrong Village, Cambodia. 
Teach English, life skills, and the joy of play.

www.i-to-i.com

Global Volunteers
With	over	25	years	of	experience	

connecting volunteers with foreign 
community projects, Global Volunteers is 
one of the pioneers of the voluntourism 
movement. The organization assists over 
100 host communities in 19 countries on 
ve	continents.	

Cost: Trips start around $800

A few of our favorites:
•	Bring	English–teaching	skills	to	middle	and	

high school students in the Puglia region of 
Italy. Enjoy views of the rocky cliffs over the 
Adriatic Sea, along with the people, food, 
and spirit of the community.
•	Teach	reading	to	Maori	youth	in	

Rarotonga in the Cook Islands of the 
South	Pacic,	and	join	conservation	

efforts	at	the	Whale	Center	and	Takitumu	

Conservation Area. 
•	Stay	put.	Global	Volunteers	hosts	

projects in the U.S., including work on the 
Blackfeet Nation in Montana. Near Glacier 
National Park, it’s a breathtaking backdrop 
for volunteering and learning more about 
day-to-day life on the reservation.

www.globalvolunteers.org

What is voluntourism?
An organized trip paid for by the traveler, usually to a foreign country, to aid conservation, teaching, building, humanitarian, health-care, or 
community-development efforts. 

Is voluntourism for you?
If	you’re	exible,	hard	working,	big	hearted,	and	open	to	immersing	yourself	in	foreign	communities—with	a	certain	amount	of	structure	and	safety	

provided—you	may	never	come	down	from	the	high	that	such	an	authentic	and	culturally	rich	sabbatical	provides.	However,	if	you’re	looking	for	a	catered	

vacation,	the	kind	with	down	pillows,	Western	plumbing,	and	gourmet	food,	coupled	with	rest	and	relaxation,	head	to	the	Four	Seasons	instead.

How do I know which trip and provider are right for me?
Resources	like	www.voluntourismguru.com	can	help	arrange	the	perfect	t	for	you.	Volunteer: A Traveler’s Guide to Making a Difference Around 
the World (Lonely Planet, 2007, $20) and Mapping Your Volunteer Vacation (Where	Is	She	Heading,	2009,	$20),	a	workbook	by	Jane	Staneld,	

can	help	you	plan	your	excursion	and	prepare	for	it	with	condence.
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