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INTRODUCTION

The Attantic Dcean is an immense mass of water that separates several continents
and with scveral archipelagos dotting its surface. The archipelagos of the Azores,
Madeira, Sclvagens, Canaries and Cape Verde form an arch across the castern central
portion of the Ocean. These islands form a bio-geographic area knewn as MACARO-
NESEA. characterised by its biclogical affinitics and by the fact that these are all volca-
nic islands of different geological ages, the oldest being the Cape Verde islands and the
Azores the most recent.,

Seg turtles. on the other hand, are a group of animals that is made up of cight
differe=t species, six of which can be seen with varying frequency in the waters of
Macaronesia. The specific characteristics of the presence of each species in each archi-
pe’ago vary however {Table 1). We now have significant zoo-geclagical data for each
specics and archipelago, but, from a scientific point of view, very little is known about
their history.
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The six species of furtles to be found in the Macaronesian islands are protected
hoth by infernational legislation and by the domestic legislation of each of the three
countries involved: Portugal {Azores, Madeira), Spain {Canaries) and Cape Verde,

Basically, turtle pepulation managemen! reguires information concerning their
distribution, biclogy and ecology; the threats they face, ctc. But, in our opinion, correct
management is not feasible while we remain ignorant about the state of these same
pnpulations in the past. Thus, the current state of conservation of a specific population
can he seen as the result of a series of interactions that, starting in the pasi. have led

the species to where it is now.
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The objective of this article is to highlight a series of historic and pre-historic d
about sea turtles and the Macaronesian archipelagos of the Canary Islands and
Verde that we have managed to collect. Most of these are either previously unpublis-
hed or have been incorrectly interpreted in the past by previous authors. Moreover, th
historic data not only provide a direct insight into the species/archipelago relationshi
they also provide us with a wealth of bio-ecological data that enables us to assess pre
sent situations and face future challenges.

Some of the biological bibliographic references from the 19th and 20th centuri
have been excluded. The excluded 19" century references for Cape Verde include a verg
imprecise report by ROCHEBRUNNE, 1884, and one by BocaGe, 1896, mentioning the pre%
sence of a young Caretta caretta turtle on the island of Sao Vicente, and the fact that hg
suspects that the species breeds on this island. Most of the 20" century biological report®
concerning Cape Verde have been collected from Lopez-Jurapo et al., 2000aK.
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RESULTS

Histarical review

1. The historic discovery of the archipelagos of the Canary

Islands and Cape Verde and their
relationships with sea turtles.

The discovery of each of these two
archipelagos was very different. They were
both settled by Europeans in the 15" century,
although the Canary Islands had already been
settied since the 1% century A.D. (ONRUBIA,
1979) by societies from the neighbouring
African continent that lived there without any
major upset until the arrival of the conquista-
dors.

The Cape Verde archipelago, on the
other hand, was uninhabited at the time of its
discovery and its settlement started in the late
15'" century.

A - THE CANARY ISLANDS

Figure 2. Canary and Cape Verde Islands.

As we have said, the Canary Islands were inhabited in 1402, when Norman explo-
rer Jean de Bethencourt arrived (BonTiER € LE VERRIER, 1453). Each island had a highly
differentiated population, but one thing they all had in common was that they had no
knowledge of sea travel (CHiL and NARANJO, 1850; JORGE, 1996).

This fact has often been used, correctly in our opinion, to show that the Canary

Island aborigines came from inland areas of the African continent. They may have been

people that had been driven into exile by Roman conquerors as part of their plans to

pacify the territories they had conquered. However, it is surprising that, despite the fact

that most of the islands had large areas of forests, and the fact that the islands are in

sight of one another, no signs of boat building have ever been found on any of the

islands, not even remains.
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It appears that the fishing activities of the aborigines of the Canary Islands were
restricted to collecting molluscs along the coast, coastal fishing with hooks made
from bone, using toxic substances dissolved in inter-tidal pools (latex from Euphorbio
spp.) and, finally, the occasional catch of larger specimens that probably washed up.
on the coasts. S

, 20

However, although the abovementioned medieval book contains reports of seve:
ral land animals on several of the islands, there is no mention of any sea turtles.

iversitaria.

Even though there is a lot of zoological archaeology work remaining to be don

uh

on the Canary Island aboriginal sites, there is a reference to the presence of sea turtle

igliioteba

in one of these, situated in an aboriginal cave dwelling ([Villaverde, Tsland 2
Fuerteventura) (Meco, 1999), which was allegedly used as food at a site that is about &
kilometres from the Fuerteventura coast. This archaeological level has been dated l%
1730 B.C. (+ 50 years), i.e. one thousand two hundred years before the Europeans arrig
ved in the Canary Islands.

izada p

The Canary Island Museum of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria also has two small sta=

Te

tues (anthropomorphous idols) in the shape of sea turtles, dating back to approximag
tely the same period. They were discovered in the coastal town of La Aldea [island o,§

=
Gran Canaria) (Figure 3), and they are assumed to have,

g
=]
=)
i
§D

some religious significance (see Lorez-Ju
MARTINEZ, 1983).
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B - THE CAPE VERDE ISLANDS

Man discovered the Cape Verde islands by chance. There are twa dilTerent versions
of what happened.

The first attributes the first sighting of the islands to Portuguese explorer Dicgo
Gomes, along wilh Genogse merchant Antonio da Noli. Bricfly, the author claims that,
on his return journey back to Portugal, after sailing for two days and one night, they
discovered a greup of islands. Gomes went ashore on one of them, and he named it
Santiago. This occurred between 1458 and 1460 (some sources dre maore precise, sta-
ting (hat it all tock place on the 1st of May 1460). This version (the data of which
were recorded by Martin Behain in 1487] adds thatl the discovery ook place two years
before the city of Ribeira Grande was founded on the island of Santiago by the first
Portugucse sctiiers (see Crung, 1937).

The guotation is as follows:

“Antonio da Noli and myself fefl the part of Zoya and we sgiled for two davs and nne night
tavearrdds Portugal, and we saw some islands on the scu, as my carovel bore more sail thon the
vther ane, arrved first to one of these islands, and [ sow white sand and it secrmed ¢ good porl
to me and there [ dropped anchor, os oid Antonio, | told him that | wished ta be the first to lond,
and thot is whot | did, we sow no sign of man and we named the slond Sontiogo os we hod dis-
covered it on that saint's feast day, there we cough! fish in great ahundance, an the coast we
found many strange birds ond fresh water Creeks, the birds were so tame that we kifled many of
them with sticks gnd there were many pigeans, there were oiso figs in gbundance, but they do
not grow on trees as they do ot home because our figs grow close (o the leaf, these ones grow
out of the bark from the bose of the (ree up to the crown, these trees grow in great aumbers anid

there s much grass here’

The few {and doubtful) descriptions of places apart, the important thing is that
he makes no mention of any presence of sea turtles.

The second version, of which we have 3 far more extensive and accurale version
{CronE, 1937), is set in 1456. The first publication of this dates back to 1507, and rela-
tes the (ravels of a Venetian named Alouise da Ca” da Mosto, We have reproduced the

firsl paragraphs below:

“On the thind doy we sighted land, with evervhody crving “lond ahoy fand ghoy®, fre-

mendousty surprised as we were aot expecting ony land in these ports. Two men sent to the
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craw’s nest sighted tuo large slands, As we heard this, we gave thonks to God for alfowing us
to see new things, becguse we tnew well that islands such gs these had not been described in
Spain. Ta find out more and to check our fortunc, we sailed towards onc of them and we soon
arrived.

As, on our arrival, it gppearcd farge 1o us, we soiied olong the coast ¢ short dislonce untif)
we reached @ place that seemed o good ancharage. There we dropped the anchor and, as rh§
weather was calm, we lowered g boal into the waler which, with o qood crew, was sent ashorg

-

ta sec if there were any peapic an the island. The hoat reached the shore and explored o gno

ivers:

amount of torritory, but we found qo tracks or signs, from whick | was cancluded that ther

were ng inhabitonts.

oteca ut

When they tald me of this, in order to gain complete satisfaction, { sent ten men ashurg
with arms and crossbows the next morning with arders to ciimb @ high ond mountgmous pa@
af the islond to see if they could spot something ar see seme other island. This was done w.-'rho@
nhscrving anything new excepf that the islond was uninhabited and that there were a very J'crrgg)
number of pigeons thot allowed themselves tn be taken by hand, something thot wos unknow%

o
tu the men, They brought many of them bock to the caravels that thoy had coplurcd with stake®

1

and sticks.

From the other share they saw three large isfunds thot we hod not seen: ane of them fa

acton rea

to the north and the ather fwo to the south of aur route, within sight of each othier. They cuu:‘%
have scon to the West another island far away in the sca, hut they could nat cleany confirm thigh
due fo the distance, | did not wont (o opproach them, as f did not wish (o waste gay more f.r'm?@_g
belore confinuing my journey and, moreaver | judged that they mus! be as uninhobited and n%
witd s the athers: buf shortly aftcrwards when others heard the news about the four a'ss'andg

that | had found, they were anxious to explore them, they saw that there were ten isfonds, b(}ff%%
Q

=

sroll and lorge. They were ofl uninkhabited and nothing wos found except pigeons, strange Speg
cies of birds and large schools of fish, §

But returning to my tale Jeaving this isfand and continuing on our route we sgw the ozhc_'%
twes fstonds. Then, sailmg along the coast af onc of these that seemed to be well forested, we d%
covered the mouth of u river, Judging that the woter must be good there, we gnchared to reple-
nish nur reserves, Some of my men, having gone ashore, went gs far as the mouth of that river
where they discovered small omounts of very white and purc salt, soare of which they brought
kack to the ship. OF this we took as much as we needed, also judging the water to be very good
we filled wp our stocks,

I should also explain that we found here large numbers of turtles some of which we
captured. Their shells were larger thon a good sized buckle. The saflors killed some of these

and added them to our victuals because they said that on ofher occasions in the Gulf of
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Arguin where they hud ulso found them although not of this size, they had caten them'. Ve
uisn fished olong the bonks of this river and further ug stream, where we found fish in such quan-
tities that it is incredible ro record, Many species thot we had not seen tefare weere large and tas-
o good.. We remained there for lwio days entertained in the afarementicnod gathering of sug-
piies, Including many pigeans, of which we hilled ‘mmense guantitics,

itis worlhy of note that the first islond that we stcoged ashore on we nomed Bonavista
as 1t wos the first fond we had seen in these ports: the other islond tha! appearcd to be (he lar-
geost of the four we numed San Jacoma because 't was the day of Saint Phillispe Jocomo when

we gnehored there'!

In our opinien, lhe islands discovered in this accounl were Boa Vista and
Sanliago:; with the islands of Sal, Maio and possibly Foge being visible in Lhe distance
from the heights ol Boa Vista. From our own expericnee we know Lhat alter a violent
storm, Lhe usual haze thal covers Lhe islands disappears and the clarity of the horizon
makes it possible to see other islands from the highest peaks.

In cur opinion, the reference (o small sized Lurltes is the final proof that Alouisc
de Ca” da Maste reached Cape Verde, Up until 1998, nabndy had reliahly reported
young turlles in Cape Verde [specimens larger than a 15" contury hell clasp or huchle]
of twe species: green turtles [Chelunio mydasl and the hawkshill (frctmachois inheice-
tol [see the literature review in Loprz -Jukabo ¢l al., 2000 a and bl The latter cspecially
are found with greal frequency i The more sheltered and warmer hays along the sho-
res of all the Cape Verde ilands. So, if nobody except Ca™ da Mosto had realised that
these turtles were in Lhe hays of Cape Verde until 1998, thic would aceredit Lhe

Venetian s the discoverer of (he Cape Verde isands.
2. Historical data
From the (ime of the discovery of the two archipelagos, in the Canary 1ands 1o

a lesser extent, and especially for the islands of Cape Verde, highly expressive reports

start appearing that illustrate their close relations with sea Lurlles.

The unedetlimng is aurs

h 4
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A - ELISTACHE DE LA FOSSE. 1480. Cape Verde lslands

He published his account in 1548, although the journey itsclf 1ook place belwe-
¢n the end of 1479 and the first five months of 1480, i.e. some 24 years after Lhey had
heen discovered (FoulcHR-DELBOSC, 1897).

008

This French merchant from Tournay (south of France) travelled throughout th:;*
Iherian peninsular in late 1479, until he reached Seville, attracled by Lhe licenses offéf,
red a year beforehand by the Catholic Monarchs of Castile, Ferdinand and Isabel, for a%
the mariners of Palos (Huelva, in the south of $pain) that wished to do business witg
the African lands of what was known as the "Gold Coast™ (to the south of what is no%-
Liberia). In Seville, he houyht a variety of goods for trading and then headed for CadR
from whence he set off on a merchant voyage at the end of 1479,

Unflortunately for him, shortly after reaching the "Gold Coast”, and when he he

C

ZULPG

just started trading with the natives, four Portuguese vessels, always suspicious

afizad®@po

Spanish activities in Africa, ook him prisoner and confiscated all his carg

©

Paradaxically, he helped the Portuguese Lo sell all (his cargo. On the relurn journey, th
reached Lhe islands of Cape Verde around February or March of 1840, and this was th

account of whal he saw Lhere:

1za¢10:

s. Digital

".ond aftor a time, we reached the is‘ands that are off Cape Verde of which we will iu%
tuter on, ond these isfands are 10 in number, ueid there is not more than ene inhabited, on whfcii
istands man or feprous cregrures are cured in two yeors: ond In fact we went to one of thoif
same uninhabited istands and there were two lepers there for cure. | did not speak (o them argi
they were on said island, | only went to the entrance and we cought g fot of fishin 2 or 3 Lfaé,
so thot we lived [off them) for mare than six weeks ond there we took o large turtle that we aéﬁ
and found to be very good, from these luriles (he feper s cured by eating them and spreao‘r@
Blood and fit an alf is meals [turtie for} and thus, after two yeurs, They gre completely purg%
and cured of their feprosy. And in foct | was in Gand when ! returned from said vovage, where
Monsieur Jean de Luxembourg, having been advised that | had been o this pluce, was hagpy (0
hear of my manner far curing leprosy, fe loler went there and was on the island of Suntiogo fur
the space of two years, and he was completely cured. And while making preparalions to refurr,
the degily sickness togk him by surprise ond there he died os | vias foter told by some of Ais ser-
vonts who hod mode the journey with him. Therefore, to get back, to our purpose, these Luriles
are gquite furge us @ good lorge shield con be made from thetr shell to cover oneself when it 15

necessary for battle.”
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He continues to describe the island and the large numbers of fish and birds. Later
an he once again talks of turtles:

LAnd it the custom there that when the sea retreats, gruss grows on the sandy gravel,
and these large turties go there 10 grues; and futer the peoples of the isfand wwrn up side down
o the ones thoy can find, and then they kil them and with thelr bload they bathe thasc infec-
redf ood sick with soid leprasy In soid Glood; and whea they nre dry they fiad two or three doys
hat they cannol tothe and ... and gfterwords they ore fine and this makes them strong agarn
and they purge thetr insides by ecting of this Hish and of the fot of these turtles, so they conti-

rive thus for two vears and they gre caompletely cured as has deen said "

In 1483, that is, three years afler Lhe journey of Tustache de la Fosse, King Louis
X1 of France, who thought he was suffering from leprosy, sent Georges Paleologue de
Bissipat, to “the Green island and Barbarous country” to find the sanatorium of the
jsland of Santfago described by de la Fosse and to acquire “somce very appropriate
ihings Tor the health of his persan™ Unforlunalely, King Louis X1 dicd, but nol of
leprosy. before his envoy returned (ViLuieRrs, 1958). 1t is striking that the account is
sitvated on an "uninhabited” island. Considering the fact thal only Santiago was
inhabiled in those early vears of settlemenl, this island must have been Maio,
Boavista or Sal.

This reference highlights the fact thal the sea turtles that nested in Cape Verde were
a highly significant elcment, right from the time they first entered Western history.

B - VALENTIM FERNANDES. 1506-1508. Capc Verde Islands

This type setter and printer of Austrian origins, when called by Queen Leonor of
Portugal, widow of King John 11, established his residence in Lisbon, where he started
printing maps and naval charts of that time,

His works include the first charts and maps of the Cape Verde islands published
between 1506 and 1508, These are deseribed by Fovtoura pa Costa, 1939, whose work
we will follow in this article.

In his general remarks on the Cape Verde archipelago, Fernandes writes:

“In the months of May, June, July ond August, there (S in these isfonds o great gbundan-

ce of turtles, which the lepers cure in sall. These islands were initally sa healthy that any lepers

Gl
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orriving there were cured. But they ore now so unhealthy that the people sicken. | believe ¢
ofter the negroes that brought them corrupted the oir as they hod done in their own lond,
became unhealthy”.

He then goes on to quote the account of Ca’ da Mosto. At that time, only t
Cape Verde islands of Santiago and Fogo were settled, according to Valenti
Fernandes.

It is striking that the first reports about the seasonal breeding habits of the t :
tles coincides with the summer months that later authors take on board literally.

C - NICHOLAS SANSON. 1656. Cape Verde Islands

. Biblioteca universi

He was an explorer and geographer who, in the mid 17h century, wrote a seri§
of geographic atlases of the continents that included many remarks on the human ang
natural history of the places he visited. In the atlas devoted to Africa, he writes, in refes.

lizada

rence to the islands of Sal, Boavista, Maio and Santiago:

Omrea

“.Their turtles are two or three feet long: they come out of the sea and lay the
eqggs at night, they hide them in the sand and the heat of the sun causes them to hatch.
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D - WILLIAM DAMPIER. 1683. Cape Verde Islands

William Dampier was an English citizen, first a merchant and then an adventurer,
who made numerous journeys all over the world between the end of the 17th century
and beginning of the 18th century. He really was a remarkable observer of the flora and
fauna of the regions he visited, leaving us tremendously detailed descriptions of many
species, including sea turtles.

In the first of his books (A new voyage round the world, chapter four), he men-
tions a visit, starting in early September 1683, to the islands of Sal, Sao Nicolau, Maio
and Santiago (Cape Verde).

The original work was printed in 1697, six years after Dampier returned from his
travels; two editions came out in that same year, and a third one was published in 1698.
In the following years, new accounts of his travels were added to the collection, which
was culminated in 1729 with an edition of the collection in four volumes; the first of
these volumes is the one that was published in 1968 and the one that we use here.

On the 23rd of August 1683, they set sail from the port of Achamack in Virginia
(USA) and after a week of storms, a few days later, they arrived at the island of Sal,
which they found to be inhabited basically by Portuguese bandits. 1t was here, and in
this moment, that Dampier made his famous account about the flamingos
(Phocnicopterus ruber) and their peculiar form of nesting, and their culinary qualities.
From the island of Sal, they went to the island of Sao Nicolau, and later to Maio, and
then to Santiago; before leaving Cape Verde for the African coast south of Sierra
Leone.

On the island of Maio, they attempted to buy provisions of meat but just one
week before their arrival, another English ship under the command of Captain Bond, of
Bristol, had arrived on the island and, with a malicious trick, had taken the Governor of
the island prisoner and kept him aboard, offering to release him in exchange for beef
and goat meat. But when his demands were met, he sailed away with the Governor still
aboard and no more was ever heard of him again. Apart from that, he described the
island as follows:

“..Here are'plenty of Bulls, Cows and Goats; and o certain season of the year, as Moy, June,
July and August, a sort of small Sea-Turtle come hither to loy their Eggs; but these Turtle are not

s0 sweet gs those in the West-indies...”
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This is the only mention made of turtles in Cape Verde that is made in this book,
1t is surprising that, despite the fact that he arrives during the nesting season of the
turtles (according to late 20" century data), he does not report them either in Sal
(somewhat surprising although he spent little time on this island) or in Sao Nicolau, or
Santiago, the fourth island he visited before leaving for the African coast. It is only of
Maio that he appears to collect reliable information on the turtles despite the local_gé“
suspicions of English ships. In fact, he must have eaten their meat as he states that the§
are not as sweet as the turtles from the West Indies; almost certainly referring to th§
green turtle (Chelonia mydos) that he would have known well from his previous jour§
neys as he started his odyssey in 1679 with a voyage from London to Jamaica, althougg

T

b

he wandered extensively around the Caribbean before reaching Cape Verde.

The phenological observations made by Valentim Fernandez are extraordinarilg
accurate and they suggest that, 300 years ago, the breeding season of the nestinE]
population of turtles in Cape Verde was one month earlier than nowadays (see Fq§
example Dampier, 1729) starting in May and finishing in August; compared with thg
present season that starts in mid June and finishes in mid October. As we will see late;
however, the dates mentioned by Dampier must refer, at least in part, to the months cé'
greatest density of nesting females.

C.B

gitaliz

Another interesting point is the mention of their small size; assuming that he wi
comparing them with the size of the green turtle, a species that he had already comg
across in the Caribbean and female green turtles grow to a larger size than fema|§
loggerheads.

(0}

E - FRANCOIS LEGUAT. 1690, Cape Verde Islands

© Del documento, de I

Leguat was a Huguenot of French origin who had emigrated to settle South Africa
and the islands of the Indian Ocean. During this odyssey, they reached the island of Sal
on the 30th of October 1690, where they went ashore in search of water, without suc-
cess. They did, however, make some interesting remarks about the island and the made
a couple of mentions of sea turtles:

“...We found most of our Companions ashore catching Turtles, we went along with them
up into another part of the Country..Here also Sailors come to turn the Turtle, a Term us'd by
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This suggests that there was 3 high density of nesting females on the beaches,
N s olse worth noting that, in late October, there were still Temales to be found on the
braches: a fac: that coincides wilh the data that we have gathered between 1998 and
2003, We even have records of hatchlings emerging from the nest on the 5% of
Jonuary 2000 on the heach of Canto {iWand of Boovisia); which, in general terms,
would indicate that the eggs were 1aid i late Dotober or even in November of the pre-
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F - FRANCOIS FROGER, 1695. Cape Verde Islands

He was a 19 year old boy who sailed in a French ship named “The English Falcon”
on its voyage to “officially” establish a colony in the Magellan Strait. In reality, it was
a pirate ship financed by Louis XIV of France. Along with 5 other ships, it spent three
years raiding the coasts of Africa, South America and the West Indies, returning to it
base in La Rochelle in 1697.

After its visit to Cape Verde in June/July 1695, Froger claims:

“In Sao Vicente, there are turtles that weigh from 300 to 400 pounds. The eggs do not nee

uRiversitaria, 20

more than 17 days to reach full maturity in the sand, but the little turtles that emerge, need @
further nine days before they are capable of reaching the seo, because of which 2/3 of thenE

1

ordinarily fall prey to the birds."

During his short stay in this port, Froger saw the arrival of a ship from Nantes tha
had come to fill its holds with turtles for Martinique.

da por UEPGC. B

His remarks highlight the fact that there was a certain export trade of sea turtles

1Za

which can only be explained by the fact that the existence of turtles here was commo
international knowledge at the time.
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G - WILLIAM DAMPIER. 1729. Cape Verde lslands

Dampier's second book was published in twe parts by James and John Knapton
(London). The first part, which includes the part dealing with Cape Verde, was publis-
hed in 1703; and the second part in 1709, The 1729 edition [which is the one that was
cdited again in 1981) brought them (ogether and published them as one, and this is
the edition uscd by us.

This voyage commenced on the T4th of January 1699 and, after a few days in
Tenerife, they reached the island of Maio on the 11th of February. Here, apart from des-
cribing the process of producing and transporting sait, Dampier makes some highly
interesting comments about the vegetation and the fauna.

About sea turlles, he says:

. Uhave aiready smid (Voi ?] thar the months of May, Jure, July and August, (that is, the
wer Season] ore the Time when the green Turtle come hither, and go ashore Lo laid their Fags.
Hook upon it os o thing warth toking Norice of, that the Turtle showld alwoys, both in North
and South Latituae, loy their Eggs in the wet Months, It might be thought, considering whot
great Rains there are then in some Places where these Creatures oy, that their Lggs shouid te
spoiled by them. But the Roin, tho' viglent, is soon sooked up try the Sond, wherein the Dags
are buried; ond perhiaps sinks nol so deep into it s the Fggs ore leid: And keeping down the
Heat may make the Sand hotter below than it was betore, like o Hot-bed. Whatever ihe Reson
may be why Providesice determings these Creatures fo this Seasan of faying their Eags, rather
than the dry, in Faot it 15 50, as § kave consiantly observd, and that not only with the Sea-
Turtle, but with ot ather Sorts of omphibious Animals thot loy Eggs; as Crocodils, Alfigotors,

Guana's, fic...”

The above is prebable one of the oldest records of the relationship between the
incubation of sea turtle egqgs and the impact of the rains; a fact that, in part at least,
explains the relationship between sexes and the incubation lemperature. it is striking
that he now describes the species as green [urtle.

Further on, and once again in reference to the island of Maie, be adds:

Referring to Nampier (1697,

Hostozres! revica
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“...When the Turtle-Season comes in they watch the Sandy-bays in the Night to turn
them, and having small Huts at particulor Places on the Bays to Keep them from the Rain ond
to sleep in: And this is another Harvest they have for Food; for by Report there come o great
many Turtle to this and the rest of the Cape Verde Islands. When the Turtle season is over they
have little to do, but to hunt for Guinea-Hens, and manage their smoll Plantations... ™

In this extract, Dampier clearly shows the importance of turtles as a source of food
for the population of this island; and he states that these animals are also to be found
on the other islands of Cape Verde. It is interesting to note the system used to captu-
re the turtles. Even now, this is called “velar tartarugas”. Finally, he mentions the Guinea
hen, or Guinea fowl (Numida meleagris) as a source of food when the turtle breeding
season comes to an end.

From Maio, Dampier went to Santiago to take on supplies of water and, after a
few days there, the expedition set sail for Pernambuco (Brazil).

TALE

IQUE,
¥
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Historical review

H - ANTOINE-FRANCOIS PREVOST. 1749. Cape Verde Islands

He wrote a “Histoire generale des voyages” based on pre-published accounts.
Chapter five of this work (the first chapter of volume VII) is based mainly on the
account that Georges Roberts wrote in 1726, in which he describes his voyage to the
Cape Verde islands in 1721.

In September 1721, English Captain George Roberts was commissioned in
London to carry merchandise from Virginia {America) to the coast of Guinea (Africa).
During the voyage, a storm drove them off course and they ended up in Plymouth.
From there, and after a month's wait because of the conditions of the sea, they finally
set sail for Africa.

Roberts’ first visit to Cape Verde (he had previously bought wine in Madeira and
in Tenerife, where he apparently sold his cargo) must have taken place between
December and January 1721-22. He visited Sal (where he found no-one), Boavista
(where he bought salt, horses and donkeys), Maio and Santiago. On this voyage, he
makes no mention of turtles and they returned to Barbados in March 1722.

On his arrival he had to sell everything that he had brought from Cape Verde at
a loss (most of the animals had died and the wine had gone off] and he bought a ship
to go into business for himself. He set off for the coast of Guinea and Cape Verde again
in mid July 1722. A fever confined him to his bed for three days and, during this time,
the pilot lost his way so, after wandering the ocean, they finally reached the island of
Sal in mid October 1722,

This is the moment that his account starts to include observations concerning sea
turties’.

“The anchor was dropped in the Bay of Palmeiro, which is in the north of the island. This
was the season of the green turtfes. On this occasion, Roberts remarked that the French often
came to the islands of Cope Verde with the sole intention of catching turtles, which they saft
on the shore, just like Newfoundland cod, and they sell them in the West Indies at a great pro-
fit. They keep the shelis for France, where the profit is greater than in England, especially the
shells of the turtles of these islands that hove a finer, more transparent shell than those of
anywhere else. On the other hand, they sometimes find grey amber, particularly on the island

! The account continues in the words of Prevost,

« 59
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of Sat and it s belicved thae if the wild cots and even the green turties dig anl cat this pre-
cious gum, mach profit could e moade. Roberts, wha needed pravisians, hoving sent o ship's
baaf ashore in segrch of some freshly cought turtles, he sow it return in under fwo hours. She
refurned with nine that welghed berween 200 and 300 pounds, with o negra from the island of
Sao Micolou who gave it to him on heholf of his companmns. They hod come to Sof tram Saa
Micolow, 60 in number to fish turties there on the arders of an Enghisk coprain from Bermuda
who had left them there and then left to take on solt in Boawista. But surh g fong ubsence
made them loose hope of secing him again und they offercd Roverts hall of thelr turtles, their
oil, their shelis and their grev amber in exchange for carrying fhem and the other hailf of the

merchandise to Soo Nicofou?
And further on, still referring to the island of 5al, he says:

"Sumariy turties are caught that several sail snips come w load them ol every yeor ond
they sait them for transgarting to the Amencan cofonics. These animals yse the time of the mns

to oy their eggs in the sand and they leave them ta wanm in the sun. This is when the inhobi-

are 50 0ig that they would not have the strength 1o do this wath their hands. The meat of the fur-

tles s gs comman in the colonies as cod in the countries of Europe’!

About the islend of Boavista, he says:

“Most af irs inhghifapts live off goats, whose milk s their main food stuff, together with

fish and turtics”
About the island of Maio, he siates:
“Turtles there are nat So abundont” [compared with Boavista)
The island of Brava:
Lt s abundant in fisk Quaniities of turties come g, which lay their eggs in the rainy
season. Bul the infisbitants do nat est them tike thase of Santizgo ond San Feipe {Foga), despi-

e the fact thot on ail the other isiands, these egys ure considered o delicious feast, as Capicin
Hoberts himself can vouch?
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The following points fram the abundant infermation above can be highlighted:

- Those 50 years alter Froger's reference {see above], the French continued to export
Lurtle meat from Cape Verde to the French West Indies.

- That turtles were highly abundant on the island of Sal.

- That they were large animals, as they had to be tumed over wilh the help of stakes.

- That turtles were also highly abundant on Sao Vicente.

- Those expeditions were sent from Sac Nicolau to both Sal and Sao Vicenle to
catch turtles.

- That the turtle carapaces were used as household utensils.

| -GEORGE GLASS. 1764, Canary Islands

He was a dactor of the English navy that attempted to sel up a commercial fac-
tory on the coasts of the Sahara. His adventure ended in tragedy, but, before the end,
he left his writings, in which he describes the Canary Islands. They include a referen-
ce Lo sea Lurtles in associalion wilh the cast coast of the island of Fuerteventura (Las

Playas bay} in late May of approximately 1763:

"At that moment, some fishermen caught o farge foggerkiead turtie in the bay weighing
same five hundred pouads, which they ok ashore amif 1hey put i on its boack on top of
targe stone, after cutting its throaf, fram whence come o How of steaming Blood. As they hod
no bow! to catch if, the moyor and the rest of his people caught oil they could in their honds
and they dronk it. When they regiised our disqust at seeing such @ barbaric and bestial man-
ner of catimg, they shook their keads and they told us that it wos ar cxcelicnt remedy against
the frost itch and they invited us 0 foin in; o our evern greater aisgust, we noticed their hands

full of scabs and sores”

Apart from the fact that the date of the observation almost coincides with the
start of the breeding season of the turtle species Caretta coretto in Cape Verde, it is also
striking that the animal was an adult, judging from the weight (sce above the estima-
tions of the weight of nesting turtles in Cape Verde provided by Leguat, Froger and

Roberts); and the fact Lhat they believed (hat turlle blood had medicinal properties.

T2
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J - JOSE DE VIERA'Y CLAVLJO. 1799. Canary Islands

A priest and historian, in 1799 he wrote his “Dictionary of the natural history of
the Canary Islands” (which was published in 1868-1869); in which he defines the names
of places, animals and plants of the Canary Island archipelago.
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Figure 9. Canary Islands. By Bory de St. Vicent, 1803.

In Tome 11, he defines the term “Islets™ as follows:

“Islets (INSULAF DFSFRTAF). These are the six smaller islands situated close to Lanzarote,
colled Alegranza, Montona Clara, Grocioseo, Rogue del Fste, Rogue del Oeste and Isla de Lobos: ol
of which are orid, mountainous desert lands. On Alegranza, orchil is collected; on La Grocioso,
the livestock grozes during the winter; on Montana Clara, the best Canary Island birds are
sought, on Isla de Lobos, they used to fish for the sea beasts of this name (monk seals), and on
all of them, turtle eggs, shell fish, shells, etc. are to be found”

This reference is self-explanatory.

K - PETER SIMMONDS. 1885. Cape Verde Islands

On page 225 of this interesting book on wild animals used for food, the author
writes:

“In Portugal, syphilitic patients are often sent to the Cape Verde islands to be cured by fee-
ding on turtle flesh. The flesh of the green turtle is eaten in..the Cape Verde islonds’

Historical review
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What is striking is the fact that although the curative properties of the flesh and

blood of Cape Verde sca tunles were considered an efficient remedy for leprosy in the

catly years after the discovery of the islands, they were still being used 400 years later

for curing syphilis. Nowadays, it is the popular beliet that they have aphrodisiocal pro-

perties.

L - JAMES PARSON. 1962

This is the last of the great unknowns that we quote in our review of the histo-

ric literalure, In 1962, he wrote a book on the green turtle in the world.

In this highly interesting book, most of the account covering the Cape Verde

islands gocs to establish 1hat:

1t is the green turtle thal nests in these istands

He establishes a similarity between Ascension Tsland and Cape Verde to the south
and north of the equator,

He mentions Sal, Boavista and Maio as the most important islands for this spe-
cies

He suggests that the coast of Africa is probahble the feeding grounds for these
populations, from Vauritania south.

He provides new data, from a certain M. Alexandring, director of the airport of
Sal. who Lells himin a letter in 1959, that small numbers of Lurtles stll come to
nest on this island in the months of August and September. He adds that at least
some of these are Caretla caretta and not Chelonia mydas.

In the same year, J. Cadenat assures him in a letter, that in several journeys to

Cape Verde, he has never seen green turtles, only occasional loggerhead turtles,

He finishes by saying:

“The Cape Verde turtles, fike those of Ascension, ore crying out for g historical and
ecological study”, James J. Parsons. The green turtle and man. Univ. Florida Press Book.
1862, [page. 45}

© Del documento, de los autores. Digitalizacion realizada por ULPGC. Biblioteca universitaria, 2008



Historica “eview

CONCLUSIONS

In the above articie, we have attempted to directly transcribe pre-historic and his-
toric knowledge {although, in some cases, we have reached the mid 20th century) avai-
Jable on sea turtles in the Macaronesian islands of the Canary Islands and Cape Verde.

We believe that there are two clearly demonstrated facls:

- The Cape Verde islands. especially Sal and Sao Vicenle, were known as siles with
a high density of nesting turtles between the 15th and Lhe 18th centuries,

- Sea turlle eggs were collecled on the uninhabited islets of the Canary Islands in
the late 18th century.

Obviously (his latler fact, together with the archaeclogical dala mentioned ahbove,
could suggest that a specics of sca (urtle (the loggerhead turtle) that used to inhabit
the eastern Canary Islands has become extinct. This possibility would be connected to
the aboriginal population of the islands that used turtles as food and they considered
them as a kind of God, probably in allusion to their value as a natural resource.

The extinctinn of turtles in the Canary Islands would have taken place in parallel
to the extinclion process of the mank seal (Monochus monochus) in the islands, a mam-
mal that used to be eaten by the pre-historic inhabitants of the larger islands before
the arrival of the Europeans, wha, in turn, wiped them out from the same uninhabited
islets on which Viera y Clavijo mentions thal sea turtle eggs were collected (see Lorez-
Jurano ¢t al,, 1995), and which were inaccessible to (he aboriginal Canary Islanders

because, as has already been mentioned, they did not know how to sail.

75
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