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THE PAINTED TURTLE

Painted turtle is an appropriate name for one of
the most colorful of all water turtles. This small
reptile is the commonest and most widely distrib-
uted turtle in North America. An adult painted turtle
is four to nine inches long, the average being about
six inches. The smooth carapace, or top shell, is
deep olive to black in color, trimmed with bright
yellow markings along the edges. The plastron, or
lower shell, is yellow or orange, sometimes with
dark markings on it. The connecting plates between
the two shells are often brightly marked. The legs
and tail or this turtle are red-striped and the head
and neck are yellow-striped. The shell markings
tend to become less conspicuous as the animal
ages. Males have longer tails and longer claws on
their forefeet than do the females.

The painted turtle spends most of its time in
the water. It rarely comes on land except to lay
eggs. This turtle prefers ponds, shallow parts of
lakes and sluggish parts of streams that are well
vegetated. The home range of a painted turtle is
about 100 square yards when food is plentiful.
When the food supply is low, the painted turtle
migrates to a more suitable area. Painted turtles are
frequently observed sunning themselves on trees or
rocks projecting from the water. One reason for this
is the absorption of heat used to regulate body
temperature. Another possible reason is to dry the
skin, causing parasitic leeches to drop off.

Painted turtles feed mainly on tender water
plants. The remainer of their diet consists of small
fish, snails, tadpoles, aquatic insects, and occa-
sionally carrion. In turn, this animal becomes food
for skunks, weasels, crows, and birds of prey. Eggs
and newly hatched turtles are the most vulnerable
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to predators. This turtle’s flesh is edible to humans
but rarely utilized because of its small size.

Painted turtles have a rather elaborate court-
ship ritual. A part of it involves the male swimming
backward in front of the female so they are face to
face. He then strokes the side of her face with his
long front claws. If she’'s interested she sinks to the
bottom of the pond or stream. He follows and
mating takes place. The female will then find a spot
100 yards or more from the water’'s edge for a
nest. Using her hind legs she will dig a hole about
two inches deep, sometimes moistening the dirt
with urine. She then lays from four to fifteen oval,
soft-shelled eggs. She positions the individual eggs
with her hind legs and then covers the nest with
dirt, leaves and grass. The egg-laying process takes
about one hour, after which she returns to the
water. The eggs, which are laid in late spring, will
hatch by autumn in the southern part of their range,
while eggs in the northern part of the range may not
hatch till the next spring. The one-inch long hatch-
lings will immediately make their way to the water.
The young painted turtles will mature in about four
years when they will be about 3-1/2 inches long.

In this part of the painted turtles’ range they
hibernate over the winter. Generally they dig them-
selves into the mud or use an old muskrat hole. In
the warmer part of their range they do not hiber-
nate. Next time you see a group of turtles sunning
on a log, try to get as close to them as you can. f
you are lucky you will be able to cistinguish their
colorful markings. What will probably happen is
they will detect your approach and plop into the
water, not to emerge until the coast is clear.



