
W
hen I was a boy, I spent 
many summer days explor-
ing streams and farm 
ponds near my home. 
That’s when I fell in love 
with aquatic turtles. I’d 
while away hours search-
ing for them; some days 

I’d get home for lunch, some days not.
 For me, catching turtles was fun and challenging, and a 

great way to cool off on hot days. For my adventures, my mom 
made nets from cheese cloth and fit them over clothes-hanger 
frames. But today, good dip nets can be purchased for just a few 
dollars. That’s really all that’s needed for a wet and wild sum-
mer afternoon with kids. 
 Keep in mind, however, that turtle catching should be 
purely a catch-and-release activity. (If your interest in turtles 
involves using them as an ingredient in snapper stew, you’ll 
need a valid fishing license to harvest them.) Net a turtle, study 
it, and photograph it. Then put it back and watch it go about 
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Nature

its business. It’s a great way to instill a conservation ethic in 
kids.  

Though Amphibians and Reptiles in West Virginia by 
N. Bayard Green and Thomas K. Pauley (1987, University of 
Pittsburgh Press, out of print) lists 15 species and subspecies 
of turtles in the state, only a handful of aquatic species are 
found statewide. These are the species you might encounter on 
a turtle outing. Geography and habitat will determine which 
species’ paths you’ll cross.

To increase your chances for success, wear shorts and old 

sneakers, and be willing to get wet. Be quick with the net. 
Though they may appear lethargic while basking on logs and 
rocks, aquatic turtles are surprisingly quick and nimble. A 
careless movement or sound by a turtle watcher can send them 
into the water in an instant. Here are brief sketches of a few 
common species you might find.

Beware the Snapper’s Jaws
I’ll begin with the one turtle it’s best to avoid catching and 
handling: Snapping turtles (Chelydra serpentina). This species 

p Painted turtle  © Mark Watson

u Musk turtle (stinkpot)  
© Mark Watson

(Previous page) Snapping turtle  
Photo by Jim Fregonara, WVDNR
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prefers still or slow-moving 
water with a muddy bottom 
and lots of emergent vegetation 
along the edges. Farm ponds 
are ideal for snappers. They 
are almost exclusively aquatic, 
coming ashore only to nest. A 
snapper’s weight can exceed 40 
pounds, and its shell sometimes 
measures more than 17 inches. 
(In my memory, they seem 
much bigger than that.) The 
rear edge of the shell is serrated, 
and the top edge of the long tail 
is also saw-toothed.
 Snappers are most often 
seen floating on the surface 
with only their nostrils and 
beady eyes visible. They have 
powerful jaws and consume just 
about any plant or animal mate-
rial they choose. A big snapper, 
for example, can dispatch a 
brood of ducklings in a matter 
of days. It’s particularly impor-
tant that kids not try to catch 
snappers on their own because 
small fingers won’t stand up to 
a snapper’s jaws.

Painted turtles (Chrysemys picta) 
have always been my favorite 
aquatic species. This is the turtle I chased as a kid. I think I 
liked it because of the bright red markings on the edge of the 
carapace, or upper shell, and the red and yellow markings on 
the neck, head, legs, and tail. A conspicuous yellow spot behind 
the eye can be seen at a distance with binoculars.  It is a beauti-
ful turtle and likely to be seen basking on a hot summer day 
with many others, including other species, on a large, emergent 
log. Look for painted turtles sunning in ponds, lakes, marshes, 
and slow-flowing creeks and streams. 
 Most aquatic turtles (snapping turtles are the exception be-
cause they have trouble retaining body moisture) spend hours 
every day basking in the sun on rocks and logs. This allows 
their skin to dry completely every day, and also raises their body 
temperature and permits more efficient digestion. Turtles are 
ectothermic (cold-blooded); their body temperature varies with 
ambient temperature.

Stinkpots and Sliders
Musk turtles, or stinkpots (Sternotherus odoratus), as they are of-
ten called, sometimes secrete a foul liquid when disturbed. The 

carapace, which is conspicuously domed and usually covered 
with algae, reaches a length of only five inches. Stinkpots prefer 
shallow areas of streams, rivers, swamps, ponds, and lakes. 
Handle a stinkpot carefully because its neck is long and its jaws 
can break human skin. Like snappers, stinkpots eat just about 
anything, including carrion. 
 Anyone who has ever seen hatchling turtles in a pet shop 
knows the red-eared slider (Trachemys scripta elegans). I loved 
more than a few of these to death as a kid. It’s difficult to know 
their true natural distribution because so many pets have been 
released in so many places. This turtle has a broad, red stripe 
behind its ear. Watch for it in any slow-moving waterway.
 Finally, look for eastern spiny softshell turtles (Trionyx 
spiniferus) from atop bridges that cross clear sand- or gravel-bot-
tomed streams. The shells of large individuals can reach lengths 
of 19 inches. Where the water is deeper, they often float lazily 
on the surface, looking like large, spotted pancakes. In shal-
lower water, they often anchor themselves in the substrate, 
extend their long necks to the surface, and use their snouts as a 
snorkel to breathe.
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t Red-eared slider © Eveline Lippet

q Spiny softshell turtle  © Mark Watson

Unlike most turtles, the softshell’s carapace is leathery, 
hence the name. They are excellent swimmers and are strictly 
aquatic, eating all forms of aquatic animal life, from insects, 
mussels, and crayfish to fish and frogs.

Turtle Nesting
Though West Virginia’s aquatic turtles are a diverse lot, their 
reproductive practices are similar: females only leave the water 
to lay their eggs. After mating in the water, females wander 
away from wetlands to find loose, sandy soil in which to exca-
vate a nest. They often urinate on the soil to moisten it and 
make digging easier. 

Using their hind legs, they dig a flask-shaped hole and de-
posit as few as four (painted turtles) or as many as 30 (snappers) 
eggs. They then backfill the nest hole, abandon the eggs, and 

journey back to their primary habitat.
Incubation varies with temperature and can take 60 to 

90 days. Often hatchlings overwinter in the nest and burrow 
their way to the surface the following spring. When hatchlings 
emerge, mom is long gone, so they must work their way to a 
nearby pond or stream.

By now I hope you are ready to grab a field guide and a dip 
net, and introduce your kids to West Virginia’s aquatic turtles. 
It’s a great way to beat the heat. And nothing teaches kids a 
love of nature and a conservation ethic like this type of field 
experience. 

Dr. Scott Shalaway is a certified wildlife biologist and frequent con-
tributor to Wonderful West Virginia.
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