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The true story of a baby loggerhead turtle
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Turtle: The incredible Journey is the story of a little loggerhead turtle, who follows in the path of her ancestors on one of the most extraordinary journeys in the natural world. Born on a beach in Florida, she rides the Gulf Stream all the way to the frozen north and ultimately swims around the entire North Atlantic to Africa and back to the beach where she was born. But the odds are stacked against her; just one in a thousand turtles survive the journey. 

Along the way she faces many hazards, she loses her brothers and sisters in the Sargasso Sea, comes face to face with creatures of the deep and nearly dies at the hands of fishermen. A sunfish guides her to safety and a humpback whale shows her the way north. And when she finally reaches the frozen north, she sees the greatest celebration of life on the Earth; but she also discovers deep and powerful changes happening in the oceans - the ice is melting and sea levels are rising; it could halt the Gulf Stream, flood the turtle’s birthing beaches and end a way of life. 

Then her calling comes, she must return home. 

Under a million stars, she crawls out of the sea to lay her own eggs and keep Turtle: The incredible Journey alive. 

Turtle: The incredible Journey has all the elements of a great epic – suspense, adventure, despair and hope.  The film will appeal to a wide family audience.  Turtles are likable and loving animals and are especially adored by children.
Style 

The film will be shot as a natural history film but key scenes, in particular the interactions between the characters, will be digitally created with the latest in special fx and blue screen technology, but ultimately the film will have the look and feel of a natural history film. 

Turtle: The incredible Journey and its characters are based on the true story of the loggerhead turtle, which is cast adrift on the Gulf Stream and sent on the ultimate odyssey around the North Atlantic.





THE STORY

A Mother Returns
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A loggerhead turtle swims from the deep blue. She is returning to the coast of Florida to breed. Close behind her, hundreds more turtles follow.

“We are the great nomads of the oceans. For more than 200 million years we’ve been roaming these seas. But every spring our calling comes and we must return to our birthplace.” 

Tens of thousands of turtles have gathered from as far as South America and Africa. Males and females spiral together in a dance of love, and soon our mother turtle, laden with eggs, makes for the shore. Under the clear night sky, she rolls in on the Atlantic surf and hauls her 250lb body high up the beach. By the end of the night, she has laid over a hundred eggs in a deep hole, she covers them, and then exhausted, she returns to the sea. 

A turtle is born

After 50 days the eggs begin to twitch. A little beak punches through, then one flipper and then another, a baby turtle is born. She’s one of the last to break free. With all her might she digs her way to the surface and catches her first breath and her first glimpse of the early morning light. All along the beach tiny turtles are crawling from their nests. One of her brothers clambers over the top of her. They must make for the sea as fast as they can.

The pitter-patter of flippers wakes a killer – the ghost crab. It’s beady eyes pop up from the sand and it scuttles after the hatchlings. One turtle gets caught and is pulled back into the crab’s burrow, never to be seen again. Our little turtle picks up her little flippers and runs for her life. She is just saved by a breaking wave from the claws of another crab.

The murky inshore water is home to barracuda and sharks and the turtles must swim for the safety of the deep ocean. After several hours our turtle suddenly emerges into an endless void of clear blue water, she has reached the Gulf Stream. Her brothers and sisters follow close behind. Like a giant river in the ocean, the Gulf Stream flows north at 10 mph carrying warm water from the Mexican Gulf all the way to the North Atlantic. 

Mother’s Farewell
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Then their mother appears for one last time before the hatchlings begin their extraordinary journey. She guides them to a raft of sargassum weed floating at the surface. 

“We must rest in the rafts of weed, and remember to always to follow the current, it is our pathway through the ocean. We can never look back.” 

The current will carry them thousands of miles to the icy waters of the north, and then east until they reach the other side of the sea. Then one day they’ll return as adults and bring another generation of turtles into the sea.

Adrift on an island of seaweed, the turtles have begun their odyssey into the greatest living space in the solar system. Just one in a thousand will survive.

Drifters

The ocean currents are the highways for creatures of the sea. All along the shores they cast their larvae and eggs into the great currents where they will drift and grow, until they settle on some distant shore. 

The rafts of floating sargassum weed are home to a community of drifters; seahorses, anemones, feathery hydroids and colourful sea slugs all live here. One creature called the sargassum fish, looks just like the weed and it crawls stealthily through the branches with its prehensile fins looking for prey. It lives nowhere else but in this weedy forest. Hungry and tired, our turtle joins the sargassum fish and all the other creatures in the weed, drifting forever north on the Gulf Stream.

“We’re hungry and there’s nothing for us to eat in the sargasuum. But when you’re a drifter, you have to let things to come to you.” 
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The Greatest Light Show on Earth

As night falls, strange apparitions rise up from the deep to feed on plankton. Like space ships, these weird and wonderful gelatinous forms trawl the ocean for their prey. Their phosphorescent flashes ignite the inky black water in a dazzling light display. It is the greatest light show on Earth and it happens every night in the oceans. 

Curiosity and hunger drives the turtles from their hideout. As they swim into the rising tide of life, they trigger a blizzard of bioluminescence. At last our turtle can eat, their first meal is a mass of glowing jelly. 

When daylight comes the creatures of the deep descend back into the abyss and the turtles return to their raft of weed.

The Sargasso Sea

As the Gulf Stream meanders north, it splits and rejoins into smaller eddies. Our turtle, with her brothers and sisters, is set adrift in the doldrums of the Sargasso Sea. They spend several years here feeding on jellyfish and small shellfish. And our turtle is not choosy. She’ll even eat the tentacles of the Portuguese man of war. But the turtle’s appetite for jellyfish brings a hidden menace – plastic. 

Now 30cm long, our turtle hears a strange sound in the distance. It grows closer and closer.  When she looks up a great monster is already bearing down on her. Caught in its bow wave, the tiny turtle is sucked, helplessly into the wash. As she passes its rusting metal sides, strange objects fall from above. The beast passes and in its wake it leaves a trail of colourful new things, could they be a new kind of jellyfish? Curiosity lures the turtles and as our turtle searches the strand line she finds one of her brothers choking on a piece of plastic. She tugs the plastic from his mouth and saves him. Turtles frequently mistake plastic for jellyfish and with tragic consequences - 70% of dead turtles have plastic in their gut. 

After 3 years adrift in the Sargasso Sea the water begins to warm again, the currents have finally returned the turtles back to the Gulf Stream. It’s time for them to leave the Sargassum fish and continue their great journey.
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The Grand Banks

The turtles are swept north in the Gulf Stream towards the Grand Banks - one of the richest marine habitats on Earth. Great shoals of haddock and capelin sweep through the rich planktonic soup. They’re followed by pods of dolphin, right whales and basking sharks. Now almost 40cm long our turtle can swim down to the seabed and feed on the abundance of crabs and shellfish, cracking open their shells with its powerful beak. 

One day she hears a strange pinging sound echoing in the water, it’s different from anything she has heard before. Soon, she is surrounded by panicked fish. Racing back and forth, she tries to break free but crashes into a net. Suddenly she is packed tight against the writhing fish. Only her shell saves her from being crushed to death. The catch is hauled out of the water and released onto the deck of a boat, almost dead our turtle gasps for air. All around men are shovelling fish down a hatch. She sees one of her brothers motionless on the deck and another falling down the hatch. A man reaches down, his face is flat and hairy, he pauses and looks into the turtle’s eye, he grabs her by the fin and tosses her back into the sea. 

Weakened and unable to swim, she is left adrift at sea. 

“Many of the our brothers and sisters have gone, they’ve been taken by fishermen. Once you could not even see through the water it was so full of fish. Now there is very little left.”

Then a prehistoric sunfish with its huge flattened body and bulging eyes swims in from the deep and finds the turtle. The turtle follows in the sunfish’s wake.
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The Perfect Storm

High above, the sky is darkening and the wind is stiffening. Soon the turtle and the sunfish are riding high on thirty-foot waves. Still weak, from her encounter with the fishing boat, the turtle is drifting dangerously close to shore. 

The sunfish guides the turtle to the shelter of a harbour. The pair swim towards some lights on the shore and take refuge behind a seawall. Dozens of boats are in the harbour and crates of fish are being lifted from their hulls onto the quayside. Gulls swirl above picking off the rejects. 

A dead turtle is tossed over the side. It sinks past the sunfish and the turtle.

“What will be left if they keep taking all this life, how will we all survive?” 

“I must keep going, for my brothers and sisters I must keep going, I must find the current again.” 

The storm passes and the sunfish leads the turtle back across the Grand Banks towards the Gulf Stream.

In the Company of Whales 
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After several days they reach the edge of the current. Here, the sunfish leaves the turtle to continue its lonely journey north. The current broadens into the North Atlantic Drift and before long, she hears a deep and enchanting song, soon it’s echoing all around her. Giant shadows ride out from the blue, they’re humpback whales, they’re on their way north to their Arctic feeding grounds for the summer and our turtle rides the currents north in company of the whales. 

The Mid-Atlantic Ridge/The Frozen North

They swim together until they reach the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. Here, seamounts rise up thousands of meters like oases in the ocean. They force cold nutrient-rich water up from the deep and trigger a plankton bloom that supports vast shoals of fish and squid, and a dazzling array of soft corals, sponges and anemones. The whales and seals scoop up fish by the mouthful and gannets dart into the water picking off the stragglers.

But then an ominous shadow passes over the seamount, our turtle has never seen anything like it before, steely blue and like a giant island it passes slowly over them. The turtle swims to the protection of the whale.

“The icebergs come every summer, but they’re are getting bigger, the frozen north is melting, soon it will be gone forever and the oceans will rise to claim the land.”

The huge amounts of fresh water released by the melting ice could bring the North Atlantic Drift to a halt and cause temperatures in Northern Europe to plummet by several degrees. Sea levels could rise by 3 meters and could wash away the turtles birthing beaches in Florida and threaten its very survival.

Winter returns and the turtle leaves the whales to ride the currents south towards the Azores and the coast of Africa. 

The Azores 
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Several more months pass on the turtle’s journey. She has grown to 70 cm long and as she approaches the Azores, she is greeted by a school of magnificent manta rays. Like giant angels they usher her towards Princess Alice Bank. And when she had almost given up hope of seeing another one of her own kind, she sees another loggerhead - it’s her brother. The two turtles swim and chase after each other in delight. 

Soon, brother and sister are joined by hundreds more turtles who have also survived the journey to the Azores.  Here, they will fatten up on lobsters, sea urchins and sea spiders until they’re almost a meter long, and almost adults. Then as suddenly as they appeared, the turtles leave. 

Drawn back to the current one last time, the turtle continues her journey south. As the waters warm, she is joined by great schools of tropical fish, dolphins and stingrays. Her thoughts turn to her first memories of life, and the beach where she was born, the urge to return is growing stronger and stronger.  She joins the Canaries current towards Africa before being carried by the Equatorial Current and the Trade Winds back to the Caribbean and Florida. 

At twenty years old our turtle is near the end of her odyssey. It will be 2026 by the time she returns to her beach. Will her mother still be there? And with all the changes she’s seen in the ocean, will her beach still be there? 

Her calling has finally come. She swims across the clear waters of the Gulf Stream towards the Florida coast. She is followed by hundreds of other loggerheads who have also survived the journey. Waiting at the other side are their elders. After twenty years at sea our turtle finally sees its mother again. 
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“I have grown up and seen the ocean for myself. I swam with the whales, I saw beautiful coral reefs and the ocean ablaze with the creatures of the deep and I lost and found my brothers and sisters, but I have also seen dark and powerful changes happening in the ocean, the fish are disappearing, the icy North is melting, our pathway in the ocean and our beaches may soon be gone.” 

“The future is in our hands now. I must go back to the beach where I was born and bring more turtles into the sea.”

As the grand old matriarch swims into the big blue for the last time, our young female makes for the shore to breed for the first time. 

And finally, under a full moon and million twinkling stars, she follows the path of her ancestors. Slowly, she hauls out of the water, climbs the beach and lays her first eggs. Another generation has begun the turtle’s great ocean odyssey.

Nick Stringer

Producer/Director, Big Wave

May 2006

Nick Stringer is an Emmy-winning producer/director. He is also a director of Big Wave Productions, one of the world’s leading producers of wildlife and science documentary. Nick has an impressive track record in wildlife film-making and has spent 15 years producing award-winning natural history and science shows for the BBC and National Geographic. Earlier productions include several Emmy-winning shows including Ocean Drifters, Heroes of the High Frontier and Life at the Edge for National Geographic. More recent productions include Alien Worlds for Channel 4, Bug Attack for National Geographic/Channel 4, and Bodysnatchers, Secret Weapons and Poison! for National Geographic. He is currently producing two Natural World Shows for the BBC. Nick has received awards for direction, special effects, animation and art direction. In the last three years he has received four Emmy nominations including Best Director, Best Special Effects & Animation and Best Sound Track. Other awards include Gold for Best Documentary New York Film Festival 2000; Emmy for Best Lighting Director in 2001; Silver Chris for best documentary Columbus 2001 Int’l Film Festival; Best Animation International Monitor Award 2003; Gold Medals for Art Direction and Effects, Bronze for Best Documentary from the New York Film Festival 2004; Royal Television Society South Award for Best Popular Factual Programme 2005.
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