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Ornate box turtles, once a common sight on west Texas 
roads in the 80ôs and 90ôs, now appear sporadically after 
rains.  Heavy harvesting of these turtles by locals for sale 
into the pet and food trade has diminished their numbers 
in the wild.  Many are crushed by vehicles on the streets of 
town as they lumber across the roads.  A young female, 
photographed at left, was found in Odessa, Texas.  The 
plastern, or bottom side of these turtles are uniquely 
marked, revealing patterns of complexity and beauty.   
 

 
 
The soft bodies of these turtles are fastened to 
the shells and their legs can be drawn perfectly 
into the safe harbor of the carapace.  She was a 
bit leery of being handled and had tucked herself 
into her protective shell.  Truly wild ones will pull 
themselves in so tightly you can barely see much 
more than the tips of their noses.  This turtle 
had been handled in the past. 
 
Turtles will make a slight hissing noise and  
appear ready to bite to help protect themselves. 
Doing so, she gave me the opportunity to catch 
a shot of her soft pink tongue.  I find the 
ódoubleô ridge around their mouths of interest.  
They will willingly bite a finger if given the  
opportunity. They will also sometimes urinate 
when picked up, to further discourage handling.  
 
By her golden eyes, she can be described as a 
female. Males usually have red eyes. 
 
Realizing I was not going to harm her, she 
emerged from her shell, revealing her well fed 
body which will serve her amply in winterôs  
hibernation soon to come.  The turtles bury 
themselves for the winter with their powerful 
claws.   



At left is a baby turtle.  She vigorously óswamô with her 
strong legs, trying to snag my fingers with her clawed 
toes.  These turtles are surprisingly strong!  If they find 
themselves turned over, a few swipes of this motion will 
upright them again.  Their powerful legs pull them across 
terrain, claws assisting in this effort. In fact, it is difficult 
to hang onto them once they go into this mode!  
 
Side view:  She is 
another female. 
Note how far she 
can extend her rear 
legs.   
Front view:  She is 
fat and healthy.   
 

Some area residents keep these in their yards, 
where they readily reproduce.  They learn where 
the dog food bowls are and eat raw vegetables, 
even the tomatoes growing in the garden.  After 
rains, they love to nose through shallow water in 
search for the insects driven out.  I once kept 
these beautiful reptiles in my yard as do many 
Texans.  However, with the acquisition of larger 
dogs which think turtles are chew toys and can 
bite them hard enough to crack shells and draw 
blood, I no longer do so. I used to catch June 
bugs for them, and watch an adult eat up to two dozen at a time!  They clean their 
eyes with a quick brush of their front leg.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Set on the ground, she spotted the hade and safety and scrambled for a rodent hole.  
Soon she disappeared altogether.  Live long and prosper, little ones! 
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released turtles often endlessly wander, for they are very site specific (especially the  
females.) A percentage of the males are natural born wanderers, as a means to create 
gene flow among populations within a larger area."   


