
• May/June 2012           23

panicked call from my neighbor brought 

me face to face with an enormous snap-

ping turtle. It was obvious the giant “beast” 

in the neighbor’s back yard was on a mission, 

as we were more than a half-mile from the 

nearest pond, and it was about to cross a busy 

roadway. This female was on a journey to 

find a place to lay her eggs on this fine late 

May morning. 

Snapping turtles are amazing creatures that 

can live more than 40 years. They are easily 

recognized by their dark upper shell (cara-

pace) with three ridges (called “keels”) and 

a small bottom shell (plastron) that does not 

completely cover the animal. Their tail is cov-

ered with bony plates. The feet are webbed, 

with 4-5 claws on each.   

One of the snapping turtle’s signature fea-

tures is its large head, with a long neck covered 
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Brake for females 
on the move toward 
nesting sites

Snapping Turtle Looking like something out of a prehistoric age, snapping turtles have a small carapace 
(shell) and are unable to fully retract their head and tails like other turtles.
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with blunt tubercles (wart-like growths) and a 

huge, powerful, sharp, hooked upper jaw. This 

hard beak is used for tearing and crushing 

food. A snapper’s powerful jaws can pose a 

threat, which is why having a healthy respect 

when you encounter one on land is a very 

good thing! While they are relatively docile in 

the water, they can be defensive on land.

Snapping turtle courtship is rarely 

observed. Mating takes place in the water. The 

male swims above the female, grasps her shell 

with the claws of all four feet, and manipu-

lates the base of his tail to be near the base of 

her tail. 

After mating takes place, the female leaves 

the water to find a suitable spot to lay her eggs. 

She seeks areas of loose soil where she can 

easily dig. These might be open fields, sandy 

banks or at the edges of ponds and lakes. She 

will dig a shallow bowl-shaped depression, 

usually in a sunny location. Several false nests 

may be built before she actually lays 20-40 

creamy white ping pong ball-sized eggs. The 

female covers the nest and then returns to the 

water. Snapping turtle eggs are very vulner-

able to predation from a variety of 

animals, including skunks, raccoons, 

foxes and mink. As many as 90% of snapping 

turtle nests are destroyed by predators.

There is a curious relationship between 

temperatures in the nest early in the incubation 

period and the sex of the hatchlings. When 

nest temperatures are either cooler than 70°F 

or greater than 75°F, more females are pro-

duced; at the temperatures in between, more 

males are produced. The timing of hatching 

varies according to temperature and other 

environmental conditions, but the young gen-

erally hatch in 80 to 90 days. In more northern 

areas, snapping turtles may overwinter in the 

nest in the hatchling state.

Hatchlings use an “egg tooth” to break open 

the leathery shell. Then they instinctively head 

for the water. At only an inch long, and with 

a soft shell, these tiny turtles are easily preyed 

upon by everything from raccoons to great 

blue herons. They are not safe even when they 

reach the water, as fish, like bass, and older 

snapping turtles may eat them.  

Since they are cold-blooded creatures, 
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Collect naturalist’s notebook
Readers can collect N.H. wildlife profiles by cutting 
this page out and collecting them in a notebook. A 
different species is featured in each issue.

DeSCripTion:
huge head; powerful jaw. Shell includes a 
tan-dark brown carapace, three rows of 
keels, smaller plastron.

range:
Across the united States and southern 
Canada, into Central America.

habiTaT:
Fresh water, brackish or saltwater con-
taining vegetation, including lakes, ponds 
and streams.

FooD:
omnivorous; eats fish, birds, aquatic 
invertebrates, birds, mammals and plant 
material. 

reproDuCTion:
Females lay 10 to 80 eggs in mid-June. 
hatchlings emerge in 80 to 90 days.

Snapping Turtle  
(Chelydra s. serpentina)

Naturalist’s Notebook sNappiNg turtle

snapping turtles generally prefer warm 

weather, but they are known to tolerate colder 

temperatures than most reptiles. I have even 

seen photos of them walking across fro-

zen lakes! That being said, snapping turtles 

generally hibernate from October to March 

or April in lake bottoms, banks or muskrat 

holes. At other times of the year, they are 

mostly nocturnal and spend most of their time 

underwater. There they wait, ready to ambush 

their prey, which can include crayfish, fish, 

reptiles, birds and mammals. Interestingly, 

they also will eat plants and readily scavenge. 

Unlike other turtles, we rarely see snapping 

turtles basking on land; instead they bask on 

the water’s surface, with just their head, mouth 

and top of their shell out of the water.

Many snapping turtles are killed on road-

ways as they move from one waterbody to 

another, or when females are seeking nest 

sites. Consequently, as I contemplated the 

dilemma of the turtle in my neighbor’s back-

yard, headed right toward the busy road, I 

knew I had to take action. One thing I defi-

nitely was not going to try was picking the 

turtle up by the tail to move it; I knew that 

can damage a turtle’s vertebral column – plus, 

I had no desire to be bitten by that threaten-

ing beak. So we took a large empty trash can 

and encouraged the turtle to go in it and then 

carried the can across the road, releasing the 

turtle to continue on its maternal mission on 

the other side.
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(Clockwise from top left) Female snapping 
turtles use their powerful legs and tails to 
excavate a nest in soft soil; Eggs are leathery 
and look like creamy white ping pong balls; 
Snapping turtle hatchlings, about the size of a 
quarter, must make their way to water.
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