
Tortuguero – Baby Turtles – Boat Cruises

Day 14 – Tortuguero – Baby Turtles and Park Cruises – 25 November

I was in bed by 20:30 and had just fallen asleep when it came down. Remember that “wet” I 

predicted? Well it was like living at the foot of Niagara Falls. Added to which, it all fell on the tin 

roofs so it sounded like a Caribbean Steel Drum Band. Even the Howlers were voicing their 

displeasure.

I think it quit about 03:00 and I was up at 04:15 to meet the wake-up guy on my front porch in the 

pitch black. I was dressed in my bathing suit, old T-shirt, Keen sandals without socks and my rain 

jacket. I fully expected to get absolutely soaked, so I took only the TS4 waterproof camera.

On the way to the water, the nightwatchman shone his flashlight onto a green leaf to reveal a tiny 

tree frog about 1.5 inches long. It was bright green with some red markings. I recognized it but the 

camera would not focus on the green on green.

We gathered down at the boat. I noticed many had been scared off by the noise of the water dripping

onto the tin roofs. So, the daring few went across the channel and five minutes later disembarked 

near the airstrip terminal. We walked across the end of the runway and down onto the beach. Dawn 

was just breaking, but the Howlers did not sound off. I think they were exhausted having gotten no 

sleep.

Johnny the guide spotted a nest just above the high tide mark. Between 05:20 and 05:30 about 

twenty tiny turtles made the mad dash from the nest to the surf. They can really move. One critter 

went into a crater, caused by our footprints, and “turned turtle”. After thrashing around a bit she got

right side up. But, the tumble had thrown off her stabilization gear and she started to go parallel to 

the beach. With us cheering her on, Myrtle finally scented the surf and went for it.

In documentaries, seabirds have a feast when the tiny turtles dash for the sea. Our guys all made it 

because no birds were around, or we had scared them off.

The dawn had matured into a pink horizon with puffy clouds and light surf. In other words, perfect.

The newly hatched turtles have to swim 50 miles to the Sargasso area where they can feed on fish 

eggs hanging from the grass. So, the fuel from the egg sack is all they have to get to that first fifty 

miles.
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There are 22 miles of green turtle nesting beach in the Tortuguero area. The male and female turtles 

congregate off the beach and then two weeks later the females haul out to lay their eggs. Jaguars 

take a lot of females. The green turtle cannot withdraw its head or flippers, so they are easy prey. 

The eggs take sixty days to hatch. The coatimundi, the racoon type beastie, can smell out the eggs 

with its special snout.

On the way back, the guide told us his brother caught a fish that had twenty tiny turtles in its belly. 

So, the predation rate is very high. Notwithstanding, the Tortuguero breeding site is the most 

successful for the green turtle.

We had breakfast at 07:30 and I just had some fruit. The coffee could have been used as paint 

stripper, but after a sleepless night it was medicinal.

I boarded the smaller open boat ready for the first excursion into the park to spot wild things at 

08:15 hrs. Ponchos were folded on the front deck, just in case things turned ugly.

We went west to the Ranger Control Point at Tortuguero Village. We had all paid ten dollars to visit 

the park. At 08:16 I spotted a cormorant drying its wings. The cormorant is one of the most 

successful species, living on all seven continents.

First stop was a wild almond tree with a white candle of a flower. The almond is a very important 

source of monkey food. Then I got a shot of the Yellow and Black Fly Catcher. I saw the Green 

Kingfisher, but I missed the shot.

The mauve water hyacinth was easy to photograph and it is a food source for the manatee. 

Unfortunately, the manatee did not put in an appearance.

Our boat driver Hector was also known as “Eagle Eyes”. At 08:45 he saw the Yellow-crowned Night 

Heron, which also takes the tiny turtles.

How he ever spotted the Green Ibis is beyond me. Minutes later, I could not miss the Snow Ibis – it 

was perched out in the open showing off its yellow legs.

Johnny told us the jungle has 1,500 shades of green. Just how do you measure that sort of thing?

At 09:00 EE saw the white-faced Capuchin monkey on the opposite bank. The Capuchin is 100% 

omnivorous, probably even eating tourists if they stand still too long. Johnny picked up the Little 
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Blue Heron – it starts off white and, in about a year, turns blue.

We crossed back to the western bank of the lagoon to look at a 700 year old almond tree. It was as 

huge as a New Zealand kauri tree. These trees escaped the loggers because the trunks will not float. 

With no roads, other trees were harvested by floating them to the mills.

The almond tree is a cafeteria for many species. The monkeys eat only the almond nut covering and 

drop the residual to the forest floor. Ground dwellers like the Agouti, eat the seeds. When they are 

full, they take seeds away and bury them in secret locations. Agoutis have lousy memories and soon 

seedlings sprout from the secret caches.

Epiphytes cling to the trunk of the almond. They take nothing from the tree and drop roots to get 

nutrients from the forest floor. The epiphytes could never get enough sunlight on the forest floor, so 

they just borrow some free height from the tree.

At 09:20 we spent a long time trying to get a good view of three Mackaws. They were backlit and 

high up. I heard them call, and saw movement (Note: I took perfect photos of them in Guatemala).

EE came through again when he saw the Boat-billed Heron that is only night active. This one was 

very hard to photograph.

At 09:38 I saw the Anhinga. I had seen it fly into cover and kept track of it and got a good shot.

The guide, wearing his four point bino suspension, spotted the Baby Green Iguana – I got the photo 

before it took off like greased lightning. He also found two baby Jesus Lizards. They are tiny stick 

figures that move incredibly quickly and can walk on water.

Then we had a Yellow Crown Heron right beside the Helonica.

EE got the Caiman at 09:58 – I would never have seen it. But, I missed the two baby otters right 

after.

It is a bit of a challenge to take photos, scribble documentation and capture waypoints on the GPS. It

is a bit like being in a tank turret.

Hector took us back to the lodge at 33 kph. He held back from docking so we could take photos of a 

small heron whose eyes were bigger than its belly. It had caught a fish that it simply could not 
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swallow.

Ashore I took photos of a very tiny red frog. Up on the hot tin roof was a giant iguana soaking up the 

rays.

I went back to cabin 126 to get into a cooler bathing suit. I typed my notes in the breeze on the front 

porch, listening to Howlers.

Lunch was at 12:30 – I had some lasagne. I was really thirsty and put away a lot of juice.

After lunch staff members were decorating the Christmas Tree. On a sweltering hot day, it seemed a 

bit incongruous.

We launched on the second exploratory cruise with guide Henry and driver Melvin – I think the 

guys give themselves touristy names. We had high overcast at about 90′F.

First up was a black male fish-eating Anhinga. At 14:54 we had a female green lizard – it had no 

back sail.

Then Henry picked a foot long yellow pod. When two people pulled it apart, the most magnificent 

red-tipped shaving brush emerged. The fifty odd male stems could not touch the taller single female 

stem. It takes an insect to complete the pollination. The locals use this to create curly hair.

At 14:56 we saw a male and female Iguana. Two minutes late the Great Egret, which is snow white, 

posed for us. Then it started fluttering its neck muscles and Henry told us this was to regulate 

temperature.

Minutes later we saw Northern Jackana, two parents and three chicks. They are so light they can 

walk on the floating vegetation.

At 15:01 I got a photo of the Snow Egret, which migrates. Almost immediately thereafter, a male 

Anhinga was drying his spreadeagled wings.

At 15:16 we turned into the Cano Palma. The water was jet black, like the Rio Negro near Manaus. 

The reflections were remarkable.

We spotted a Spider Monkey with a baby on her back. She was very hard to photograph as the 

camera could not decide where to focus. I tried a variety of settings to overcome the problem.
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At 15:27 we had a male Green Lizard near the magnificent root of the Blood Tree, the leaves of which

the Howlers love.

Barely visible in the underbrush, I got a great shot of the Bare-throated Tiger Heron at 15:44 hrs.

Then at 15:48 I think I got a photo of a Spider Monkey crossing a branch bridge over the canal.

We raced home and the cooling breeze was lovely. We stopped at the Turtle Conservancy so that one

of our group could adopt a turtle.

As an aside, Henry said that Costa Rica generally does not suffer damage from hurricanes. They 

rarely come ashore, preferring to hit more northerly targets. Costa Rica does get the torrential rain 

associated with passing hurricanes.

The outing was over by 16:30 and we were advised to come to listen to Calypso music at the bar from

18:00 to 19:00 hrs. I listened from afar, as it was loud.

At 19:00 we had a buffet dinner.

We were to have breakfast at 06:30 and be in the boats at 07:30 to go back to the coach at Pavona. I 

hope we get to use the “deluxe washrooms” again.
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