
 

Ancient mother spawns new insight on reptile
reproduction

August 27 2008

A 75-million-year-old fossil of a pregnant turtle and a nest of fossilized
eggs that were discovered in the badlands of southeastern Alberta by
scientists and staff from the University of Calgary and the Royal Tyrrell
Museum of Palaeontology are yielding new ideas on the evolution of egg-
laying and reproduction in turtles and tortoises.

It is the first time the fossil of a pregnant turtle has been found and the
description of this discovery was published today in the British journal 
Biology Letters.

The mother carrying the eggs was found in 1999 by Tyrrell staff while
the nest of eggs was discovered in 2005 by U of C scientist Darla
Zelenitsky, the lead author of the article and an expert on fossil nest
sites, and her field assistant. Both were found about 85 km south of
Medicine Hat in the Manyberries area.

"Although it is relatively rare to find the eggs and babies of extinct
animals, it is even rarer to find them inside the body of the mother," says
Darla Zelenitsky, who was also involved in the first discovery of a
dinosaur with eggs inside its body.

It was almost by accident that scientists realized that the fossil turtle was
pregnant.

"The turtle specimen was partly broken when it was first discovered. It is
this fortuitous break that revealed that the fossil was a mother," says
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François Therrien, a co-investigator of the study and curator of dinosaur
palaeoecology at the Royal Tyrrell Museum.

The remains of at least five crushed eggs were visible within the body of
the fossil female and a CT scan exposed more eggs hidden under its
shell. The turtle, estimated to be about 40 cm long, could have produced
around 20 eggs. The nest, which was laid by a different female,
contained 26 eggs, each approximately 4 cm in diameter.

Both specimens belong to an extinct turtle called Adocus, a large river
turtle that lived with the dinosaurs and resembles today's slider and
cooter turtles.

The eggs of Adocus are extremely thick and hard, whereas those of most
modern turtles are either thinner or soft-shelled. The thick eggshell may
have evolved to protect the eggs from desiccation in dry environments or
to protect them from voracious predators during the time of the
dinosaurs.

Zelenitsky says the pregnant turtle specimen and the nest shed light on
the evolution of reproductive traits of modern turtles, specifically those
traits related to their eggs and nests.

"Based on these fossils, we have determined that the ancestor of living
hidden-necked turtles, which are most of today's turtles and tortoises,
laid a large number of eggs and had hard, rigid shells," says Therrien.

Source: University of Calgary
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