
TURTLES of Anderson County, TN 
Turtles are shelled marvels which have survived on earth for over 200 million years. But like most of our 

biodiversity, their future is dependent on availability of quality habitat. Informed citizens are key to sustaining our 

wild places and the irreplaceable plants and animals associated with them. We must work together to identify and 

preserve the vital landscape features required for the long-term wellbeing of turtles as well as other organisms. 

Tennessee is home to 16 different species of turtles, 9 of which can be found in Anderson County. This ID guide 

organizes each species under one of four family groups. Five of our 9 species are in the Emydidae family, which are 

primarily water loving turtles. The Eastern Box Turtle below, while typically found  in woodlands, is a member of this 

family and often soaks in wetlands and streams, especially during hot, dry periods. We hope you enjoy learning 

about the turtles in our area. For the curious observer, turtles offer keen insights into a deeper appreciation of the 

natural world. Please see back page for more resources. 

In the above Box Turtle photo, a radio-transmitter is shown attached to the 

shell. This allows researchers to track turtle movements. Gaining insight into 

daily and seasonal movement patterns leads to better management strategies. 

For example, Box Turtles often move in the mornings after a rain. The lives of 

many Box Turtles could be spared if private land owners, land managers, and 

local and state road departments delayed mowing until later in the day, after 

turtles move out of wet areas. Turtles inspire human curiosity and much can be 

learned from long-term population studies of these long-lived reptiles. The 

Clinch River Environmental Studies Organization (CRESO) has been studying  

turtles in Anderson Co. since 1989. In the photo on the left, a CRESO researcher 

is showing a new student how to take size measurements on a Painted Turtle. 

Eastern Box Turtle 
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Family Chelydridae - Snapping Turtle 

“Road Dancing” With Snappers 
This mostly aquatic turtle is regularly 

found walking overland. It is always 

heartening to see folks trying to move a 

large, nasty tempered snapper off the 

road. Typically, the turtle and its rescuer 

perform a somewhat comical “road 

dance” which consists of left and right 

circular movements and backward jumps by the rescuer as the turtle 

rotates its body and lunges toward its wary savior. Even experienced 

herpetologists road dance a little when saving snappers. Caution in 

these situations is wise. Remember, the turtle doesn’t realize you are 

trying to help it. The strong jaws of a large snapper can inflict a 

serious injury. The bite force is estimated at 1,000 pounds per square 

inch. If possible, use a long stick or tool to ease the turtle off the road 

in the direction it was traveling. Avoid carrying large snappers by the 

tail as this technique may cause injury to their spinal column. 

Snappers can live over 50 years and grow to over 70 lbs. The largest 

we have found in our studies was 38 lbs. 

There are 3 ridges down the top shell 

(carapace) of young snapping turtles, 

but as they age the shell becomes flat, 

and smooth. The cross-shaped bottom 

shell (plastron) does not completely 

protect the soft tissues on the 

underside. Reduction in plastron size 

allows snappers to put more resources 

into growing a massive head with 

strong, sharp jaws. Snapping Turtles eat 

both plants and animals (omnivores) 

and will also scavenge sick or dead 

animals. It may take female snappers up 

to 12 years to reach reproductive 

maturity. In the spring, adult females 

use the powerful sharp claws on their 

hind legs to dig nests in which they lay 

20 to 40 eggs. Our nest studies have 

shown that many of the eggs are dug up 

and eaten by predators, mainly 

raccoons and skunks. Snappers play 

important roles in complex aquatic 

ecosystems and their wholesale 

slaughter or removal is irresponsible. 

Conservation is not just about 

protecting rare species, but should 

strive to “keep common species 

common.” CRESO students all agree that 

Snapping Turtles are high on their list of 

exciting and interesting animals to 

study. 

Snapping Turtle 

Cross-shaped 
Plastron 
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A leathery shell and snorkel-like snout separates softshells 

from other turtles. The Spiny and Smooth Softshell (found 

in nearby Roane County) are similar, but the Spiny differs 

from the Smooth by having rough ridges along the front of 

the shell and tiny horizontal ridges just inside the nostrils 

(see photo). Softshells are swift swimmers that favor 

sandy-bottomed rivers, but also inhabit ponds and lakes. 

Their long necks are used to quickly grab prey, which 

ranges from invertebrates to fish. In the spring, females 

use sandy areas to dig a nest in which they may deposit 

30 plus eggs. Pollution free rivers and lakes with intact 

sandy shorelines are key conservation issues for pro-

tecting softshells and their vital resources. 

 Spiny Softshell 

showing ridges 

along front of shell 

and pig-like nostrils 

with ridges. 

Family Kinosternidae - Musk Turtles 

We have two species—the Eastern Musk and Stripe-necked 

Musk. Adults of both species are small, less than 5” carapace 

length. The Eastern Musk has a brown shell and usually two 

faint yellow stripes on the side of the head. The Stripe-necked 

is similar, but the yellow lines on the side of the head are more 

profuse, broader, and broken-up. Adult Musk Turtles may be 

confused with small snappers. Look at the back edge of the 

carapace - it is jagged on snappers and smooth on musk turtles. The tail of snap-

pers is also much longer. Unlike Snapping Turtles, Musk turtles are not as inclined 

to roam overland. We find the Eastern Musk mostly in thickly vegetated ponds, 

whereas the Stripe-necked Musk favors rivers and streams. Musk Turtle females 

lay 1 to 5 eggs and may produce several clutches during a single nesting season. 

The Eastern Musk deposits eggs under logs, stumps, or leaves close to the pond 

edge. Musk Turtles eat aquatic plants and small animals and will also dine on  

carrion. The careful observer may see Musk Turtles basking on overhanging limbs 

around the edge of a pond or stream. Having ample woody structure in and 

around your pond is a good landscape strategy for encouraging more biodiversity. 

Logs in the water and woody debris along your pond edge offer basking sites, 

nesting options, and hiding places for turtles as well as other critters like frogs 

and salamanders.  

Eastern 
Musk  

“Stinkpot” 

Exposed Skin 
on Plastron 

Horizontal Ridges 

 As shown above, the 

plastron is normally dark 

with some yellow on it. 

Skin is visible between 

the plastron plates 

(scutes) of both sexes, but 

males have noticeably 

more skin exposed than 

females. Another name 

often used for Eastern 

Musk Turtles is stinkpot. 

They have “stink” glands 

which give off a foul odor 

when the turtle is dis-

turbed. The smell may  

repel predators, but at-

tract potential mates. 

CRESO studies indicate 

that the Eastern Musk is 

fairly common in our area, 

but the status of the Strip- 

necked Musk is unclear. 

Rough Ridges 

Carapace Length 

Family Trionychidae -  Spiny Softshell 

Stripe-necked 

Male Eastern Musk 
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Painted Turtles are noted for their beautiful colors 

and variable markings. In our area they typically 

have whitish to yellow spots on their head and  

yellow lines which extend on to the neck and 

merge with red lines (see circle below). The dark 

legs have red stripes and the smooth, greenish   

carapace has red markings around the edge. Males 

have long front claws which they rapidly vibrate on 

the sides of the female’s head during courtship. 

Females may dig shallow, false nests in which no 

eggs are laid. Presumably this behavior deceives 

predators, thus reducing egg predation. Caution 

must be used when attaching a single reason to a specific behavior. Are there oth-

er plausible reasons for digging “false” nests? The actual nest contains 1 to 11 eggs 

which hatch in the fall. Hatchlings often overwinter in the nest and 

emerge in the spring. Painted Turtles are omnivores, but youngsters 

seem to thrive on a high protein diet. This species is still widespread in 

our area and is found in habitats ranging from farm ponds to urban 

lakes. Basking logs combined with open nesting spaces around a pond 

are important. Unnaturally increasing the populations of raccoons and skunks by 

supplemental feeding is discouraged! 

These mammals feed heavily on turtle 

eggs and hatchlings. 

Family Emydidae - The Diverse Water Turtles and Box Turtle 

Our lakes are superb areas for observing several of the basking species in this family, such as the Painted 

Turtle and Pond Slider. A decent pair of binoculars will allow you to appreciate the diversity of colors and 

sizes displayed by sunbathing turtles perched on logs around the edges of lakes and ponds. While fishing, we 

like to slowly approach basking turtles to count them before they escape. Trying to spot basking patterns is 

fun — Do the larger or smaller turtles bask higher-up on the log? Are more than one species on a log? What 

is the highest number of turtles on a single log? Are most of them facing in the same direction? 

Notice the array of plastron markings on the young painted turtles on 

the left. Herpetologists often describe populations of amphibians or 

reptiles within a species that have distinct colors and markings and 

live in a particular geographical area. These unique groups are termed 

subspecies. For example, there are 3 subspecies of Painted Turtles. 

The ones in our area appear to be a mixture of traits that typify the 

Eastern and Midland Painted Turtles. The Eastern Painted has spots 

behind each eye and a plain yellow plastron, while the Midland   

Painted may have only yellow lines behind the eyes and a dark blotch on the plastron. An appreciation for the     

variation within a species helps us better understand evolutionary processes and improves our observation skills. 

Painted Turtle 

Male Painted 
Turtle with 
Long Front 

Claws 

From Same Pond 

Variation 
in Nature 



ID Guide 

5 

Like Painted Turtles, Pond Sliders bask on logs, and are highly variable in colora-

tion and markings. Adult Sliders are larger (see table on back) than adult Painted 

Turtles and females of both species grow larger than the males. The carapace 

color ranges from greenish to black and is usually marked with vertical yellowish 

bars. The yellow bars are easily seen in 

young turtles, but fade with age. Head 

markings and color vary from yellow lines 

only, to a combination of yellow lines with 

various shades of red behind the eye. The 

lines pale in older turtles. The dark legs have 

yellow lines on them, and as in Painted Tur-

tles, the long front claws of the males are 

used in courtship. Females lay from 2 to 20 

eggs and may produce several clutches in a 

single nesting season. Young turtles are car-

nivorous, but shift to a broader omnivorous 

diet as they mature. Pond Sliders in our 

county embody the challenge of trying to 

describe a subspecies for a particular area. 

People commonly move critters from one place to another and release 

them outside their normal range. This allows subspecies to interbreed, 

resulting in new combinations of genes. The mixing of traits was greatly 

compounded for sliders. Baby sliders were once commonly sold as pets 

in stores throughout the U.S. and many of them were later released in 

areas far removed from their normal range. Our local Pond Sliders ap-

pear to represent a muddle of traits from subspecies found in other 

geographical areas. CRESO studies indicate that Pond Sliders are still 

common in Anderson County. 

Hatchling  

Pond Slider  

Hatchling 

Painted Turtle  

The markings on the plastrons of 

Sliders and Painted Turtles are very 

different. Pond Sliders have circular 

smudges while Painted Turtles have 

a variable blotch. Baby turtles rank 

as one of the all time cutest critters 

and it is easy to see why kids are 

captivated by them. We hope all kids 

(and adults) have opportunities to 

hold and closely observe turtles, but 

for conservation reasons we must 

discourage removing turtles from the 

wild or purchasing them as pets. 

Distinguishing  

the two species 

Pond Slider 

Notice the vertical yellow bars 
on the adult and hatchling—the 

bars fade in older turtles 

The head markings on 
Pond Sliders in our  

area range from dis-
tinct yellow lines with 
varying shades of red 

behind the eye, to yel-
low lines only with no 
red, to just faded lines. 
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The River Cooter is another stunning member of the water 

turtles. There are yellow to orange lines on the head of the 

juveniles and adults. Youngsters have a colorful shell 

pattern that becomes more brownish to black with age. 

Both young and adults have horseshoe-shaped markings 

on the carapace. Adult females are larger than males, but 

males have longer front claws. Baby sliders and cooters are 

easy to distinguish (see photos below). True to their name, 

they inhabit rivers and steams, but we have also found 

cooters in ponds and lakes. Females dig nests in sandy soils 

in open areas along river banks in which they lay 10 to 20 eggs. Young cooters eat both plants and animals, 

but adults are mainly herbivorous. The status of River Cooters in our area is unclear and more research is 

needed. Protecting existing shoreline, and halting the filling-in of flood-plains would go a long way toward 

helping turtles and other aquatic life. Flood-plains are also crucial for handling stormwater runoff. 

Young River Cooter 

Baby Slider   
Baby Cooter   

Map Turtles have a slightly keeled, green-
ish carapace marked with pale yellow lines 
similar to lines on a topographic map. 
There is an irregular spot behind each eye 
and yellow lines on the sides of the head 
and neck. One of the lines forms an upward 
arch . Male Map Turtles lack the long front 
claws found in many other members of the 
family. Females lay 6-17 eggs in open areas along the edges 
of rivers and lakes. Snails are a main food item, but they 
also eat plants. Algae growing on turtles (photo) is often 
cited as an example of commensalism—the algae has a 
place to grow and collect sunlight energy for photo          
synthesis, while the turtle is not harmed or benefited. Can 
you think of a possible benefit or harm for the turtle? 

River Cooter 

Adult River 
Cooter 

Horseshoe 
Markings on 

Shell 

Hatchling  
River Cooter 

Northern Map Turtle 

Algae 

Arch 



ID Guide 

7 

Discovering a Box Turtle in the wild is one of life’s refreshing moments. The dark carapace often has striking 
yellow to orange markings which create a wonderment of shapes. Their head can be just as showy as their 
shell. As in many other kinds of turtles, the dazzling colors often fade with age. Females usually have dark to 
light orange eyes, while mature male’s are typically red. Males have longer, thicker tails than females and 
the rear section of their plastron normally forms a concave parabola. This adaptation allows males to bal-
ance on the back part of the female carapace during mating. Females may need 8 plus years of growth to 
mature, after which they lay one or two clutches of 3 to 5 eggs per nesting season. The hatchling carapace is 
a little over an inch long, and has a slightly raised, knobby keel down the middle. The plastron hinge does 
not work yet, but with age the hinge becomes flexible, allowing them to close-up inside their shell. They are 
not picky eaters, and will dine on mushrooms, plants, or animals (dead or alive). A slow maturity rate com-
bined with low egg output can lead 
to population collapse when large 
numbers of Box Turtles are removed 
from an area. The pet trade and habi-
tat loss have taken a heavy toll on 
them. Box Turtles greatly benefit 
from protected woodlots, and the 
replacement of sterile mowed areas 
with brushy fields, wet meadows, 
and berry patches. See suggestions 
on back for helping Box Turtles. 

Brown-eyed Female Red–eyed Male Eating a Mushroom 

Eastern Box Turtle 

Hatchling 

First Year 

Keel 
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Editors John Byrd and Kristie Fox 

(2014) 

Clinch River Environmental Studies 

Organization (CRESO); a field re-

search program for middle and high 

school students and teachers. Photos 

taken by CRESO staff or students 

unless otherwise noted.  

This publication made possible by 

grants from the U.S. Department of 

Energy. 

Ten Ways You Can Help Box Turtles 
(BTs) 

1) Don’t Burn Brush & Leaf Piles: These are 
great habitat shelters for BTs and other 
critters. 

2) BTs Need Fields & Berry Patches: Do 
bush-hogging or burning on a rotating 
schedule in mid to late February. 

3) Mow Later in the Day: BTs tend to move 
out of moist grassy areas as the day heats up. Side Note: Don’t mow 
when the clover is blooming, the bees will thank you. 

 4)Avoid Mowing After Rains: Wait until BTs move out of wet grassy   
areas. 

5) Create a Water Feature: BTs soak in shallow pools with gradual 
slopes. BTs can drown in pools with steep slopes. 

6) Moving BTs Off the Road: Place them well off the road on the side you 
think they were moving toward. Be Safe! 

7) Displacing BTs is Discouraged: There is real potential for introducing a 
diseased BT into a new area. BTs often try to return home which can  
result in increased mortality. 

8) Keep BTs In the Wild, Not In Boxes: Go out and discover BTs and other 
critters in their native habitats. You may even have BTs that visit your 
yard or garden. Take photos and ask questions about what they are   
doing and why. 

9) Avoid the Use of Pesticides: These poisons may become concentrated 
in BTs when they feed on sick or dead prey. 

10) Transform Your Yard Into a Wildlife Discovery Zone: Creating      
backyard or schoolyard habitats attractive to your local biodiversity 
gives kids a better sense of place.   
http://www.nwf.org/How-to-Help/Garden-for-Wildlife/Create-a-Habitat.aspx 

Web Resources: 

Clinch River Environmental  

Studies Organization 

(http://www.cresosnake.com) 

Tennessee Watchable Wildlife  

(http://www.tnwatchablewildlife.org/

reptiles.cfm) 

Atlas of Reptiles in Tennessee 

(http://apbrwww5.apsu.edu/reptatlas) 

Tennessee Reptiles and Amphibians 

(http://www.herpetology.us/tnherps) 

Book Resources: 

The Reptiles of Tennessee by Matt 

Niemiller, Graham Reynolds, and 

Brian Miller (2013) 

Turtles of the Southeast by Kurt 

Buhlmann, Tracey Tuberville, and 

Whit Gibbons (2008)  

Anderson County Turtles 

Common Name Scientific Name 

Average  

Carapace Length  
(in inches) 

H=Hatchling, M=Male; F=Female 

Approximate Age at 

Maturity  
M=Male; F=Female 

Primary  

Habitats 

Snapping Turtle Chelydra serpentina  1.2 H/14 M F similar 3-9yr M/4-12 F Ponds, lakes 

Eastern Musk Turtle (Stinkpot) Sternotherus odoratus 1 H/4.5 M F similar 2-7yr M/4-8 F Ponds, lakes 

Loggerhead Musk Turtle (Stripe-necked) Sternotherus minor (peltifer) 1H/4.5 M F similar 3-5yr M/6-8 F Rivers 

Spiny Softshell Apalone spinifera  1.6 H/7 M/14 F 8-10yr M F similar Rivers 

Painted Turtle Chrysemys picta  1.3 H/5 M/7 F 4-5yr M/7-10 F Ponds, lakes 

Pond Slider Trachemys scripta  1.3 H/7 M/10 F 4-5yr M/7-10 F Ponds, lakes 

River Cooter Pseudemys concinna  1.5H /9 M/13 F 6yr M/10 F  Rivers 

Northern Map Turtle Graptemys geographica  1.2 H/6.3 M/10.8 F 4-5yr M/7-10 F Rivers, Lakes 

Eastern Box Turtle Terrapene carolina   1.2H/5 M F similar  

Adult males in CRESO studies 

average slightly larger than females 

7-10yr M F similar  

 

Woodlands 

Scientific and common names follow Crother (2008). 

Size, age at maturity, and habitat information taken from: Conant R. and Collins J. (1998), Peterson Field Guide; Niemiller et al. (2013), The Reptiles of Tennes-
see; Buhlmann, K. et al. (2008), Turtles of the Southeast 


