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President’s Message

I nside T his I ssue

By Ray Bosmans

We have certainly experienced and survived weather history for our region with these massive back-to-back snowstorms. This spring, the first step to moving our tropical
turtle species back outdoors might be shoveling snow. I
bet there will still be some piles of snow around our yards
in May!
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...and to think the turtles just slept through it.

Turtles hibernating outdoors should be doing just fine.
Snow is an insulator from the very dry cold and keeps it
from penetrating where turtles are hibernating. Also, the
turtles won’t be coming up from premature warm spells
in late winter as they often do. I hope as the winter melts
away that you do indeed find your turtles in good condition.
Our first meeting of 2010 will be a little different from
past meetings. It will be an opportunity to exchange, give
away, sell, or find equipment and supplies that you need.
The speakers for the May and October meetings will be
confirmed at our February 27th Board meeting. Meeting
speakers will be announced on the website and in the next
newsletter.

Website
Here are a few items that your Board is currently working
on to enhance our website:

1. An “atlas” of native turtles on our website. This will
be helpful for people to identify and learn more about
our native species. Director Scott McDaniel is developing this project.
2. A box turtle biology and care document. This will be
an informative and valuable addition to the website.
Past President Sandy Barnett is developing this document.

Herp Education Work Group
MATTS’ involvement with the Department of Natural
Resources (DNR) Herp Education work group, where
Holli Friedland of Charm City Reptiles and I serve as cochairs, has produced a pamphlet educating crabbers about
terrapin excluders and crab pots. This pamphlet will be
going to print in time for the 2010 crabbing season. The
work group is presently looking for new projects to help
better educate the public about reptiles.
continued on page 14
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Mission Statement

Board of Directors

The Mid-Atlantic Turtle & Tortoise Society, Inc. is a
non-profit 501(c)(3) organization dedicated to promoting the responsible herpetoculture of turtles and
tortoises, promoting and supporting the study of chelonian natural history, and conserving mid-Atlantic
chelonian species and habitat.

Our Board of Directors is composed of members
who represent the mid-Atlantic region and who are
involved in various aspects of herpetology and herpetoculture.

Publication Information
Terrapin Tales, the official newsletter of the MidAtlantic Turtle & Tortoise Society, Inc., is published
three times each year prior to the regular meetings.
Articles may be sent to the Editor via regular or
electronic mail to:
MATTS Newsletter Editor
P.O. Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203-4321
Email: tes2do@yahoo.com
Please note that the Editor reserves the right to edit
submissions for length, clarity and appropriateness.
See the Editor’s Note on page 14.

Membership
Inquiries, new membership applications and renewals, change of address notifications, etc. should be
sent via regular or electronic mail to:
MATTS Secretary
P.O. Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203-4321
Email: membership@matts-turtles.org

Website and Message Board
•
•

www.matts-turtles.org
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/matts_members

Ray Bosmans – President
Maryland
Email: matts@matts-turtles.org
Keith Kelley – Vice President
Maryland
Lisa Alapick – Secretary
Maryland
Jim Kohler – Treasurer
Maryland
Katrina Smith – Adoptions and Rescue Program
Coordinator
Pennsylvania
Cell phone: 301-785-3390
Email: adoptions@matts-turtles.org
Trent Beck – Director-At-Large
Maryland
Scott McDaniel – Director-At-Large
Maryland
Gregg Pokrywka, M.D. – Director-at-Large
Co-founder and Past President
Maryland
Email: gpokmd@verizon.net
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Upcoming			

Meeting

Welcome to the March 2010 meeting of MATTS
Date: Saturday, March 6, 2010			

Time: 6:00 - 8:30p.m.

• 6:00 – 7:00 p.m. SOCIAL GATHERING – Enjoy delicious food while chatting with fellow
chelonian lovers, view the live turtles on display (pets and animals ready for adoption), and
browse our educational display and sales table of chelonian-related gifts.
• 7:00 – 7:20 p.m. FROM THE PODIUM
•

Announcements by the Board

•

Welcome and introduction of new MATTS members

•

Update on adoptions by Katrina Smith

• 7:25 – 8:30 p.m. SPEAKER PROGRAM
•

Flea Market

•

Speaker: Any MATTS member who wants to share tips and tales is welcome to
speak at the meeting.

If you like shopping at flea markets and yard sales, then the March meeting is for you. This month’s
meeting will be an opportunity for you to sell or trade surplus equipment, aquariums, turtle supplies, books, and other turtle-care related items. Things that you may no longer use or want
could be exactly what someone else needs. (Sorry, but MATTS cannot do any trading or selling
of turtles.)
So bring some things that you want to sell or trade. Make a little money to support your turtle
hobby or contribute some or all of the proceeds to MATTS as a tax-deductible contribution.
Your Vice President, Keith Kelley, is coordinating this activity. Please contact him and tell him of
your items to sell or items that you are looking to buy. His e-mail is ten26alison@aol.com. See you
at the swap!
Place: Benjamin Banneker Historical Park & Museum located in Oella, Maryland. The old mill town
of Oella is nestled between Catonsville and Ellicott City in western Baltimore County.
From Baltimore... take I-695 to exit 15 Route
40 and go west towards Ellicott City; go 1 mile;
turn left at the traffic light onto Rolling Road; at
second traffic light turn right onto Old Frederick
Road; go 1.3 miles and turn right onto Oella Avenue (Banneker sign on corner); go 0.2 mile to
park entrance on the left.
MARCH 2010

From Washington DC... take I-95 north
towards Baltimore; take exit 49 on the left to
I-695 towards Towson; follow Baltimore
instructions.
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Highlights of the October 2009
Meeting
By Katrina Smith, Adoptions and Rescue Program
Coordinator, Yahoo Group Moderator

(Editor’s Note: This is Part 1 of David Lee’s talk on headstarting.
Because of space considerations, Part 2 will be published in the next
issue of the Terrapin Tales.)
David Lee, executive director of the Tortoise Reserve
(www.tortoiseresverve.org), retired Director of the North
Carolina Biological Survey and Curator of Birds at the
North Carolina State Museum, and former Towson, MD,
high school biology teacher, gave a presentation entitled,
“The A, B, C, D’s and even a few F’s… A Report Card of
Captive Breeding and Headstarting for Turtle Conservation.” This is a controversial subject as authorities wrestle
with the pros and cons and some unknowns. There are
many points to consider, including politics, when creating
a headstarting program. As MATTS is considering developing such a program, we need to be aware of the issues.
Headstarting is defined as giving hatchling turtles a year
or two of growth in captivity so that they have a better
chance of surviving in the wild in that larger turtles are
less likely to be eaten by predators when released.
When it comes to headstarting, many of the respected authorities on conservation – people who many of us look
up to and may consider friends – seem to have blinders on
when it comes to captive breeding. One of the main culprits for this type of thinking is the book Turtle Conservation (2000), which has a chapter about headstarting and
other programs for manipulating turtle populations as a
conservation tool. It has a list of examples of headstarting
programs that failed for one reason or another, and there
are no examples of ones that were successful. Yet, some
efforts described as total failures ended up being successes
5 to 8 years after the book was published! How can this
be? Well, like biologists, turtles do things rather slowly,
and it took some time for the turtles to mature and the
populations to become successful.
The slow pace of turtles means that keeping records and
data over decades is tricky with research studies. By the
time a study comes to fruition, the person in charge may
have retired, the state agencies may have changed priorities, or the paperwork in the filing cabinets may have
been thrown out because everything was believed to be
computerized. Then, when turtles suddenly start showing
up in greater numbers, nobody understands that it results
from a program that took place decades before. There
needs to be long-term tracking and coordination of these
programs.
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Consider the following. A leatherback sea turtle researcher
figured out that if a hatchling survives its first 24 hours, it
doubles its chances of surviving to adulthood. One turtle
biologist who heard this laughed and said, “So, 1 in 8000
will make it to adulthood.” But when you look at it from
another angle and double the number of hatchlings that
survive the first 24 hours, you could more than double the
turtle population in 8 or 10 years.
Headstarting for release is a logical next step in keeping turtles. Like all wildlife management programs,
the activities need to be planned, approved, and
tracked. However, most academic biologists are not
that excited about studying populations that are manipulated. They like to study things in the wild and
think that the way of the world should remain natural.

“If you think back 15 or 20
years, very few turtles were
endangered. Why are so many
having problems now?”
As an example of the mentality of some individuals when
animals are bred by private keepers, Lee showed a picture
of Burmese mountain tortoises captive bred by Vick Morgan in the U.S. When Morgan first successfully hatched
this species, he contacted the zoo that was the first organization to breed them (though not often) to compare
notes. The zoo said, “Sir, turtles that rare should not be
in private hands.” That particular zoo population eventually died off, and today there are probably more Burmese
mountain tortoises in captivity than there are in the wild
due to Morgan’s efforts. The tortoise continues to decline
in the wild, but the captive populations keep our conservation options open for a time when the species can some
day be reestablished in its natural range.
Different turtles face different problems, but in most cases it’s always a combination of problems. If you’re going
to captive breed and headstart, you have to identify the
problems and try to correct these problems before turtles
are released. You may not solve every issue, but you might
be able to correct the problems in your local creek and
help native turtle populations there.
So, who needs help first? What turtles are we going to
focus on? The obvious answer is the really rare ones that
are extinct in the wild, the endangered species, then local ones that need help. There’s a species of box turtle in
Mexico that has a total range the size of two or three shopping malls, so it would be a worthwhile project to captive
breed them. A number of turtles that are extinct in the
wild but still present in captive collections should become
MARCH 2010
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trade and food market trade in China, and part of it is the
increase in development. Since the rate of problems seems
to be accelerating, it would be a good idea to make a decision now on how to help these turtles before they decline
to a point of no return, and captive breeding is the only
option.

J. FRIEDENBERG

David S. Lee spent quality time with members colorfully recounting his experiences in turtle conservation.

a priority. For example, the Vietnamese pond turtle was
probably wiped out by Agent Orange but is being bred
successfully by a number of people. Here, breeding efforts
can be stepped up, and a sound reintroduction program
is needed. A really good candidate is a species of giant
tortoises thought to be extinct for 300 or 400 years, which
recently was rediscovered living in a hotel courtyard on a
remote island.
Limited-range species, such as various species of Gulf
Coast map turtles, which are found only in specific river
tributaries, should be considered for captive breeding.
Considering the effects of hurricanes on the Gulf Coast
habitat, which could lead to oil and sewage spills, having assurance colonies would be wise in case a disaster affected their small local populations. Another candidate is
a very rare Asian box turtle that is extinct in the wild. The
species wasn’t even discovered until mid-1990s, and those
were found in food markets in Asia! Only the Tortoise Reserve and one gentleman in Germany are breeding them.
Their entire existence hinges on captive breeding. There
are only 30 some pairs in existence.
What turtles in Maryland could be helped with captive
breeding? Spotted, bog, and wood turtles could all benefit. The northern map turtle, while not a rare turtle in the
United States, is a peripheral species in Maryland. Consider the spiny softshell in the Youghiogheny River. It’s
not rare elsewhere in its range, but it is rare in Maryland.
In fact, softshells haven’t been seen in the state since the
1970s. They would be easy to rear in captivity for headstarting. Box turtles and terrapins should also be considered. If local populations of northern red-belly turtles
are having troubles, they could benefit from a boost, and
they’re very easy to raise in captivity.
If you think back 15 or 20 years, very few turtles were
endangered. Why are so many having problems now? Part
of it is awareness, part of it is the foolishness with the pet
MARCH 2010

The European community, while not having many native turtles, has a number of good captive breeding programs. Three different species of Herman’s tortoises in
the northern Mediterranean have key European captive
breeding release programs. There are 17 subspecies of European pond turtles, and several of them have strong captive breeding programs.
The giant side-necked turtle in Venezuela, nearly eaten to
extinction, has benefited from a headstarting program,
along with the Orinoco crocodile. Because people ensure
that nests survive, especially in years when the river rises
unexpectedly and floods all wild nests for a given year,
there are now more turtles in the wild due to the protection of their eggs. Once a year, the ranchers who help raise
the turtles hold a big party for the turtles’ release, and
other area residents participate, helping raise awareness
and creating a sense of investment in the turtles’ futures
by the local people.
There are some strong examples of turtle release programs, some intentional and some more local. Aldabra
tortoises from the Seychelles in the Indian Ocean were
moved around to different islands by Arab sailors, and
those populations still survive. Kathy Mitchell of New
York has a great and successful headstarting program for
wood turtles. (She gave a talk recently to MATTS.) One
of the problems is that the people who are currently doing
programs like this -- and often doing it successfully -- is
that they’re not academics, and they don’t have the time or
resources to document their programs so that others can
see the results of and learn their procedures.
Take, for example, a bog turtle captive breeding and headstart program that’s been 20 years in the making in Tennessee. Bern Tryon at the Knoxville Zoo started a bog
turtle captive breeding and headstarting program. Bog
turtles were discovered in Tennessee in 1986. Tryon took
ten adult turtles from a wild population, took them to the
Knoxville Zoo and bred them, and over the years released
100 headstarted young at a new site. 2008 was the first
year the zoo confirmed breeding (hatchlings) from headstarted released turtles. It took 20 years before anyone
could see that the program was a success.
(Part 2 will discuss wildlife management, arguments against headstarting, more on captive breeding, and headstarting program costs.)
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March 2010 Adoptions
Report
By Katrina Smith, Adoptions and Rescue Program
Coordinator, Yahoo Group Moderator

by Bill Hynes, originally published in the 2001 newsletter of the Rhode Island Herpetological Association. It’s
an eye-opener, and it’s a shame that little has changed in
almost a decade.

“Divorce, job relocation, loss of
a job, human health issues, and
even the passing of the owner
can cause a turtle to end up in
rescue.”

“I’ve seen the good and bad and ugly in man.” - from
Bloodshot Life by Within Reason
Doing rescue means seeing truly the best and worst that
people have to offer. For example, a few months ago, a
woman contacted MATTS to learn how to better care for
a box turtle that she’d had for many years after rescuing
it from another person that wasn’t caring for it properly.
When armed with new information, she felt she couldn’t
offer a proper home to her turtle, so she drove from
Maine to Boston to catch a train to Baltimore (because
you can’t take a turtle on an airplane), so that the turtle
could have a better home with an experienced box turtle
keeper in Maryland. She then flew back to Maine. All that,
just so one little ornate box turtle could have a better life.
It’s a story like this that gives me hope to keep doing rescue. After 11 years as the MATTS adoptions coordinator,
I need some hope!
While I‘ve had people drive from New Jersey, Delaware,
and West Virginia to Baltimore to adopt animals that they
could purchase in a local pet store for $10, or pay $100
to have a $25 turtle shipped to them, I’ve also run across
people who wouldn’t drive half an hour to drop off a turtle that they no longer wanted, or to even adopt a turtle.
Most recently, someone asked MATTS to take her box
turtle. She’d been feeding it peanut butter, among other
things. I don’t even want to think what peanut butter does
to the digestive tract of a turtle. I’m waiting to hear back
from her to find out when she’ll drop off the turtle. This
woman isn’t necessarily “bad,” but she was definitely misinformed - or not informed at all - and the results will
most likely be ugly.
When it comes to bad, a major exotic wildlife import-export business in Arlington, TX, was raided on December 15th by animal welfare agencies after a U.S Fish and
Wildlife Service agent inspected the business and had
concerns about how the animals were kept. Preliminary
reports indicated more than 25,000 animals, including
wallabies, iguanas, boa constrictors, hamsters, and turtles,
were found in horrible conditions. Over 5,000 of those
were baby turtles. It is wholesale wildlife import businesses such as these that sell to many pet stores, including U.S.
national chain stores and reptile dealers. If you have an
iguana, Russian tortoise, or Central American wood turtle
that was purchased from a pet store or at a reptile expo, it
most likely came through a facility such as this one. For
an idea of what a wholesale import facility looks like, see
if you can find a copy of “A Trip to a Reptile Wholesaler”
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As for wild-caught chelonians, we took in a few recently.
One was a 10-inch Honduran wood turtle, Rhinoclemmys
pulcherrima incisa. She’s the biggest incisa that most people
have seen, and she weighs over 5 pounds. She was purchased a few years ago as a child’s pet from Petsmart,
and there’s little doubt that she was a wild-caught turtle.
She was dropped off in a 40-gallon aquarium, much too
small for such a mature Rhinoclemmys, but she had relatively
good care and she‘s healthy, although the shell is a little
deformed. There’s an application on her, and hopefully,
she’ll be in her new home before the March meeting, if
not soon after. Another wild-caught chelonian was a Russian tortoise (Testudo horsfieldii) purchased from a local pet
store in Timonium, MD, again as a child’s pet. He has
been eating mostly lettuce and watermelon for the last 6
years, which explains the deformed beak and vitamin A
deficiency. His beak looks like something you’d expect to
see on a finch rather than a tortoise. He’ll go to Dr. Gold
to see if a beak trim is needed or if just a correction in
diet will eventually take care of the problem. The pet store
had told the buyer that the tortoise was a year old, which
is impossible for a 4-inch Russian tortoise being sold for
$50 in a pet store. It was a wild-caught tortoise at least a
few years old.
Not all stories of turtles and tortoises that come into rescue are as depressing as these. Many turtles come into
rescue in good health. In most cases, a person simply cannot keep the pet for whatever reason, and the animal just
needs a new home. Such is the case of a pair of stinkpots
(Sternotherus odoratus) that are for adoption. The owners felt
that they couldn’t continue to provide for the turtles, and
they offered them for adoption. The turtles are perfectly
healthy, and they’ve been pets for 10 years. In other cases,
it’s the keeper’s story that’s depressing. Divorce, job relocation, loss of a job, human health issues, and even the
passing of the owner can cause a turtle to end up in rescue.
We have lots of turtles for adoption, and more on their
way for adoption. They include:
•

Red-eared sliders (Trachemys scripta elegans) - All sizes,
hatchlings to 8-inch females. If kept outdoors, a pond
MARCH 2010
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would HAVE to be fenced in to prevent escape.
•

A pair of stinkpots - Although the male and female
need to be kept separate (the male will harass the
female and possibly bite her), the owners requested
that they go to the same home. They are small for
adult stinkpots, just barely 4 inches, so a 30-gallon
long aquarium would be fine for each one, although
larger is better. They could go into a fenced-in backyard pond if there are hide spots and easy climbing
spots for them to reach the surface.

•

An 8-inch female false map turtle (Graptemys pseudogeographica) with mild shell rot - She’ll need at least a
75-gallon tank, although a pond would work, too. She
has a couple of applications in, but nothing concrete
yet. False map turtles and Mississippi maps are the
most common in the pet trade.

•

Male and female eastern box turtles (Terrapene carolina
carolina) - Some are “scratch and dent” and may not
be able to hibernate outside or be with males due to
massive (but healed) shell injuries. Although outdoor,
predator-proof enclosures are preferred, appropriate
indoor enclosures will be considered.

•

Hatchling painted turtles (Chrysemys picta) - We’re not
yet sure if they’ll be easterns, southerns, or westerns,
as we‘re waiting for them to arrive from another rescue. Southern and eastern painteds stay smaller than
sliders, which make them potentially good beginner
turtles.

•

Possibly African helmeted (Pelomedusa subrufa), Gibbas
(Phrynops gibbus), Pearl River maps (Graptemys gibbonsi),
Pacific giant musks (Staurotypus salvinii), red-bellied
short-necks (Emydura subglobosa), and various species of
Central and North American mud turtles (Kinosternon
genus) may be for adoption, but they are currently with
another rescue.

There will also be fire-bellied toads (Bombina orientalis),
Tokay geckos (Gecko gecko), curly-tailed lizards (Leiocephalux species), and hermit crabs (likely Coenobita clypeatus) for
adoption. Please research any species you are considering,
as some of these pack a very hard bite (namely the mud and
musk turtles and the Tokay geckos), and some get larger
than you’d expect (the Pacific giant musks for example)
or are harder to care for than most people realize, such
as the hermit crabs. The Charm City Reptile Rescue, also
on www.petfinder.com, has various snakes and lizards for
adoption, including ball pythons and invertebrates such as
scorpions and tarantulas.
Check www.matts.petfinder.com or the MATTS Yahoo
group for updates on adoptions and outreach events.
Check your state and local regulations to make sure a poMARCH 2010
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This male false map turtle was recently up for adoption by MATTS.

tential pet is legal to own in your area. We cannot place native species, including eastern painteds and eastern muds,
in New York or Pennsylvania or points north on the eastern shore due to state wildlife regulations. Maryland requires a permit for turtles under 4 inches and if keeping
more than one individual of a given native species (such as
two eastern painteds).
Contact Katrina Smith at matts_adoptions@hotmail.com
or 301-785-3390 (cell) if interested in adopting or fostering a turtle. Some turtles will be available for shipping
in warmer weather, and some will not, depending on the
health of the turtle and the wishes of the former owners
or shelters from which they came. Some will come with a
“no breeding clause” in the adoption contract.
A special “thank you” goes out to the volunteers who
have helped with transportation recently or with working
at the World of Pets Expo, especially those that braved
the snow for the 3-day World of Pets Expo in Timonium, MD. They are Susan Mohring, Keith Kelley, Ray and
Joan Bosmans, Allison Fusswinkel, and Natalie Primak.
Tell your significant others “thank you” for sharing you
with us, too. Thanks to Virginia member Barney Fedele
for his contributions over the years. There are many more
of you out there regularly fostering, transporting, helping
with the ICC box turtle hunt, fielding wildlife rescue calls,
spreading the word, and more. Thank you for all that you
do.
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The Eastern Box Turtle
By Keith Kelley

Taxonomy:
Terapene carolina is named for their ability to close up like a
box due to their hinged plastron. There are four subspecies: T. c. carolina (eastern box turtle), T. c. bauri (Florida
box turtle), T. c. major (Gulf Coast box turtle), and T. c.
triunguis (three-toed box turtle).

Range:
The eastern box turtle is found from southern Maine
down through southern Georgia and west to the Mississippi River. There is a zone of extensive intergradation
with the other three subspecies in the southern and western reaches of its native range.

Description:
There is a great deal of color variation in regards to shell
and skin color. The carapace is usually dark brown or
black with various amounts of yellow or orange blotches
or spots. Plastrons can range in color from black to yellow
with a lot of variation in between. The head and limbs can
be splattered with brilliant red, intense yellow, and orange
colors.

Size/Sex:
The range in size of an adult is 5-6 inches. Males are usually a little larger and have more colorful head and limb
regions. Males have concave plastrons and a red iris. Females have a brown or yellow/brown iris, flat plastron,
and may have a more dome-shaped carapace. A healthy
adult box turtle should weigh about 1 pound (454 grams).

Habitat:
It can be found in a wide variety of habitats such as forests, pastures, and meadows, but is usually found on a forest edge where it can bask in the warmth of the sun. It
may or may not be found in close proximity of a stream
or wetland as it can utilize a food source or a rain event
as a water source. I recommend at least a 100-square-foot
predator-proof pen for a single box turtle in captivity.
The pen should have partial sun, plenty of hiding places
(leaf litter, logs, and plants), and a water source. It is a
humidity-loving turtle whose pen can be misted daily in
the summer.

Mating/Nesting:
Mating normally occurs during the spring but can occur
any time that they are active. Males are very aggressive
breeders and will bite and harass the females. The males’
concave plastron and heavy legs/claws aid in the mating
process. Preferred nest sites are in well-drained sandy soils
in direct sunlight. Females typically lay 3-5 elongated eggs
8

S. McDANIEL

This eastern box turtle is on the loose and loving it.

and may double clutch. Nesting usually takes place in June
with the neonates hatching in about 70-80 days. Temperature of the nest will determine the sex of the hatchling
(temperature-dependent sex determination). Females can
store sperm and produce viable offspring for several years
after mating. Hatchlings are about the size of a quarter.
The carapace and skin are a drab gray/black color. They
have a non-functional hinge at birth.

Diet:
The eastern box turtle is a true omnivore. It is an opportunistic feeder depending on the time of year. It will eat
earthworms, slugs, insects, fruits, vegetables, leaves, and
plant material. Hatchlings may be more enticed to go after
live food items. A variety of food items is the key for a
healthy pet box turtle.

Natural Predators:
They include foxes, raccoons, birds, and snakes just to
name a few. Nest predation can be very high. A rainstorm
after egg laying can be beneficial to egg survival as it
washes away the scent that many predators key in on. Box
turtles suffer from road kill, habitat destruction, poaching, etc. They can live 50+ years if they can avoid human
activity and predators. Cases of box turtles living more
than 100 years have been documented.

Pros/Cons:
Only one box turtle can be collected from the wild in
Maryland; otherwise, a permit is required. Fortunately,
there are always box turtles up for adoption, so there is no
need to collect from the wild. They are actually a hard species to acclimate from the wild and may have a range of
several football fields in size in nature. Common ailments
in pet box turtles include respiratory infections and ear
abscesses. Good hygiene of the pen and proper humidity can prevent illness. They are easy to breed, and captive-bred hatchlings are available over the Internet. The
eastern box turtle is an attractive, intelligent, small-sized
turtle that can be left outside all year long with the proper
setup as it hibernates for the winter.
MARCH 2010
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Our Box Turtle Adoption Story
By Daniel and Jennifer Illari

My wife and I joined MATTS about 3 years ago and
started attending the meetings in Oella. We are new to
turtle-keeping, but I believe we have done sufficient research to become responsible keepers. We are interested
in eastern box turtles. Prior to getting our first turtles,
we visited a MATTS member’s home. We learned of his
setup at one of our first meetings and thought we would
like to do something similar. After the visit, we proceeded
to build an open enclosure in our yard of approximately
2000 square feet. We placed various plants for hiding and
eating and mostly tried to make the area similar to what
it would be like in the wild with mulch, leaves, branches,
and logs lying around.

D. ILLARI

A shallow pond provides a nice place for soaking on a
hot day.

male likes blueberries, but the male won’t touch them.
We also provided a small pond to splash around in if they
are so inclined. Box turtles are not great swimmers, but
they will take a dip on occasion. The pond is very easy to
get in and out of from any direction. They mostly sit in the
shallow water and watch the small mosquitofish. I assume
they wish they could catch one to eat. They are lots of fun
to watch when they decide to come out of hiding.

D. ILLARI

The enclosure was created to include all the best
nature has to offer.

In our second year, we adopted one male and one female
box turtle from MATTS and are waiting for spring to
get another female. Katrina Smith, the MATTS adoption coordinator, advised the male:female ratio be two
females:one male due to aggressive mating behavior displayed by most males. We understand that males will harass, chase, and otherwise pester the female into an exhausted state in an effort to procreate. The theory behind
the recommended ratio is for the health of both the male
and female. The male will become tired more quickly
chasing two females, and at least one female will get a rest
while the chasing is in progress. We have not observed
this behavior, but our male is a juvenile and perhaps has
not figured out the mating thing yet.
We have provided our turtles with an environment close
to what they would experience in the wild, and we feed
them about every 2 or 3 days. As more plantings grow,
there will be more food available for them to find on their
own. They forage for worms and grubs and have lots of
places to hide. Although we try to feed fruits and veggies,
these two animals prefer worms over everything. The feMARCH 2010

We are in great anticipation of seeing our animals appear
in the spring as this is our first winter with them. We have
not seen them since late September 2009. The only downside to this experience for me is that my childhood romantic enchantment with turtles went away when I watched
one eat a worm; they are sort of creepy and prehistoriclooking creatures. They make cats appear needy.
We named our box turtles Aunt Gertrude and Uncle Fred.
The additional female will be Maude.
Keeping box turtles has been a learning experience, and
we would like to thank Katrina and other members of
MATTS for their assistance.

D. ILLARI

Gathered wood makes a great area for hiding and
foraging.
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A Visit to The Turtle Hospital
By Lisa Alapick

During an unseasonably hot October day, I drove an
hour’s north from Key West to Marathon, FL, with my
sister, her husband, and a good friend. We were fulfilling
a dream to visit the world-famous Turtle Hospital, take
the guided tour, and meet the temporary and permanent
residents.
Also known as the Hidden Harbor Marine Environmental Project, Inc., the Hospital, which was opened in 1986,
has four main goals. Their website describes these goals:
1.

rehab injured sea turtles and return them to the wild,

2. educate the public through outreach programs to local schools,
3. conduct and assist with research which aids the sea turtles (in
conjunction with state universities), and

L. ALAPICK

4. work toward environmental legislation which makes the beaches
and water safe and clean for sea turtles.

The Turtle Hospital opened its doors in 2005 and has
since helped hundreds of turtles.

The Turtle Hospital’s history is quite interesting. It is located at the Hidden Harbor Motel, which was built in
1949, but no longer functions as a motel. The motel originally had a 100,000 gallon salt water pool for the guests’
use. In 1980, Richie Moretti bought the motel and stocked
the pool with some fish and a few turtles. He also built
a freshwater pool for the motel’s guests. When word got

aquarium because no one has been able to figure out how
to keep them in captivity.

“ The Hospital emphasizes that
a floating turtle is a sick turtle,
as the floating is caused by ingesting something that causes
impaction or gas.”
Sea turtle hatchlings have a 1:10,000 chance of survival
due to predation and disorientation from lighting. The
hatchlings spend their youth floating in the ocean’s sargassum weed for their first 5-10 years.

out, the turtles became an attraction for the guests. Of
course, turtles can’t be kept as pets so he started to rehab
them as a way to keep them legally. The Turtle Hospital
opened to the public with non-profit status in 2005. Daily
tours are available for visitors. The hospital receives no
state funds or grants.

The Hospital assists with turtle rescue and survival in various ways. Oil from spills is a rare problem for the Florida
sea turtles but is easily removed with mayonnaise. Tumors, probably caused by pollution, attack the turtles both
internally and externally. Sometimes, the turtles are hit
by boats when they come to the surface to breathe. Some
turtles are so badly damaged that they can’t submerge
themselves and will always float. (This is called “bubble
butt” syndrome.) Because they can’t survive like this in
the wild, they become permanent residents. Shark attacks
are also a danger to sea turtles. Some are born leucistic,
which is a birth defect like albinism, and these turtles can’t
hide themselves and end up becoming someone’s dinner.

The turtles native to Florida are the green, hawksbill,
leatherback, loggerhead, and Kemp’s Ridley. The hawksbill is especially important because it eats sponges, which
overgrow reefs. Leatherback turtles are never seen in an

Floating turtles always need to be rescued. The Hospital emphasizes that a floating turtle is a sick turtle, as the
floating is caused by ingesting something that causes impaction or gas. Once they arrive at the hospital, the medi-

L. ALAPICK

One of the lucky sea turtles rescued for rehab.
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cal team gets the turtles to sink by using Metamucil or
Beano to clear out their gastrointestinal tract. This process can take several weeks because of the turtle’s slow
metabolism. If the turtle is suffering from severe wounds,
honey is used to fill the wound to prevent bacteria from
getting in the wound. The turtle is also treated with an
antibiotic.

Most Popular Pet Turtles

The Turtle Hospital has an x-ray room and an operating
room to care for the turtles when they arrive. X-rays are
used to see if there is a hook, impaction from eating the
wrong thing, or if amputation is needed for a damaged
limb. Sea turtles use their front flippers for power and the
rear ones for steering. Female sea turtles with permanent-

Box turtles are small- to medium-sized land turtles and
can live 40 to 50 years when captive. They are omnivores
and enjoy eating fruits, vegetables, and insects. Box turtles
mostly thrive outdoors, but with the right humidity, substrate, and access to water, they can do very well indoors.
They can be fussy pets and are not recommended for beginner turtle owners.

By Kimberlee Mulliken, Age 13

There are many different types of turtles, but four stand
out as the most popular. Box turtles, sliders, painted turtles, and mud turtles are the four most popular turtles
chosen as pets.

Sliders are the turtles most often sold as pets. They are
water turtles and usually live about 40 years. They can get
pretty big, depending on their environment. They are omnivores so they like a diet of both plant and animal material. Sliders are very messy and can create a lot of waste, so
constant cleaning may be needed.

L. ALAPICK

The ambulance is fully stocked and ready for any
emergency.

ly damaged rear flippers cannot be returned to the wild
since they won’t ever be able to dig a hole to lay their eggs.
Sea turtles sometimes develop tumors, caused by a virus.
External tumors are removed with lasers. Unfortunately,
there is no cure for internal tumors, and the animal has to
be euthanized. Once the turtle is rehabbed and released,
the turtle is tagged with a PIT tag.

Painted turtles are also a very popular pet. Painted turtles are omnivores; they mainly feed on plants and small
animals. They prefer living in shallow fresh water. They
aren’t very big and only grow to be about 8 inches long.
Mud turtles are another popular turtle kept as a pet. They
are small and make great pets. They are omnivores, like
most turtles, and can live to be over 50 years old. They are
semi-aquatic turtles and prefer a damp, muddy, or sandy
habitat. Mud turtles rarely grow to be over 5 inches long.
Turtles can make awesome pets, and there are many different types to choose from, but the four most popular
species kept as pets are the box turtle, sliders, painted
turtles, and mud turtles.

There are 17 permanent residents in addition to 30 current
residents. Here is the breakdown by type of turtle, all native to Florida, as of October 2009:
Green – 33
Loggerhead – 10
Hawksbill – 2
Kemp’s Ridley – 2
If you can’t make a trip in person to visit the sea turtles,
do so via their website at http://www.turtlehospital.org.
Turtles are available for “adoption,” and we humans can
read about the plight of these magnificent animals and
find out what we can to do to help.
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Red eared sliders are readily available for adoption
and make great first-time pets.
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Finding Maryland’s Common
Map Turtle
By Scott McDaniel

In the northeast corner of Maryland flows a mighty river
that not only helped carve out the Chesapeake Bay but is
also home to one of Maryland’s rarely seen endangered
turtles. To most residents, the Susquehanna River is probably no more than part of a scenic landscape seen for 30
seconds from high atop the Interstate 95 bridge. How
many of you have had a chance to climb down its rocky
shores and brave swift currents to experience one of our
state’s most beautiful locations? I have hiked around most
of the state and lived in the area all of my life but only visited Susquehanna State Park for the first time a few years
ago. With its rocky islands and dense forests, this hidden
treasure feels like a transplant from the Appalachians far
to the west.
Through my personal research, I read about a small, isolated population of common map turtles located in this
few-mile stretch of the river that terminates within our
state. As one can infer by their name, these turtles have
a map-like pattern on their shells; the “common” prefix
suggests these turtles are quite numerous in other portions of their range. For us here in Maryland, however,
they are unique. The first time I made it out to the river,
I was ill-equipped to find map turtles. Armed with only a
wide-angle camera lens and restricted to the shoreline, I
assumed that these turtles were something only an experienced biologist would be able to locate, and I might not
ever see one. As I was leaving the park, I came across a
man looking out at the river with a spotting scope. Accustomed to seeing various bird watchers on my excursions,
I assumed this gentleman was spotting one of the many
bald eagles which inhabit the park. My curious nature
drove me to inquire about what he was looking at. As the
man turned to me, I realized he was Dr. Richard Siegel,
one of the herpetology professors from Towson University whom I had seen at some of the turtle conservation
meetings I had attended. My hopes started to increase
that I may have found the right guy to help me. He said
that he was in fact looking for map turtles, and it was too
cloudy that day to find any. He put me in touch with one
of his graduate students, Teal Richards, who was doing a
research project on map turtles in the Susquehanna.
Upon contacting Teal, I found out that one of her most
arduous tasks was to capture a select group of the turtles
and attach a radio transmitter to their shell. Each day, she
would paddle up and down the river, using radio telemetry
to mark locations of specific turtles that were in the water
or basking on land so data could be compiled on population movements throughout the year. She had been kind
12

enough to agree to let me tag along while she worked.
Having some technology to assist us in finding the turtles
would be a huge advantage over what I had been used
to when on my own. Even with the ability to track the
turtles, she warned me that it is still incredibly difficult to
get close to them.
On the next warm weekend, now owning a 70-300mm
telephoto lens for my digital SLR, I felt my chances of obtaining a quality photo had increased exponentially. With
my waterproof camera bag in hand, I met up with Teal to
trek out onto the river via kayak. Being a fairly resourceful
herper, I felt that I might have eventually found at least
a few of the turtles, but heck, it’s always nice to have a
guide, and I’m not one to pass up the company of a fellow
turtle enthusiast. I followed Teal out to some of the large
rock outcroppings littered throughout the expansive river.
I saw movement and fumbled for my camera. Zooming
through the morning haze, I exhaled with disappointment
when I saw the long, keeled tail that could only belong to
a common snapping turtle. We paddled farther into the
clear cool waters toward one of the larger islands. I could
see something on one of the rocks far in the distance that
looked like no more then a brown discoloration. Then the
spot moved and splashed into the river. I began to realize
that actually capturing one of these turtles on camera was
going to be incredibly difficult.
Much like red-bellied and spotted turtles, common map
turtles are very shy and not as prone to letting you approach them as a painted turtle might be. I quickly learned
that I had my work cut out for me when I saw a group of
several map turtles about a 100 feet in front of me. Worried I would go home without any evidence of even seeing
one, I took a shot at full zoom. I could barely make out
the turtles in the picture because focusing is tough from
a kayak in moving water, even at close range, let alone at
these distances. My images were blurred, and it was difficult to recognize the species other than from the shape
and yellow striping on their head. I had to get closer. I attempted to paddle up to the group, but they quickly plummeted into the depths of the river.
After getting frustrated trying to get close to them in the
kayak, I made an attempt to get in the water and snorkel
for map turtles, which were lying on the river bottom after diving in off their basking rock. I brought with me
a waterproof point-and-shoot digital camera so I figured
this was my chance to get an image of a map turtle underwater. The water was a bit cloudy in sections, but it
was still somewhat easy to navigate. I kicked my way over
to where I saw a group of six turtles enter the river. It
wasn’t much of a surprise that they are even faster in the
water then out of it. I was successful in spotting many map
turtles that day, but still had no photographs to speak of.
MARCH 2010
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The sun began to creep down behind the tree line, and I
knew I would have to return another day.
Giving up is not generally in my nature, so a few weeks later I called up Teal for another shot at getting some closer
encounters with the map turtles. This time, a much sunnier day yielded a much greater number of basking turtles
with many rocks covered in three, four, and even a dozen
map turtles. This time, I learned from my mistakes and
pushed away my impatience. I knew I had to be stealthier
and play the waiting game, which a true wildlife photographer knows all too well. My efforts were successful, and
I not only was able to creep up on basking map turtles
by obscuring my careful movements behind other rocks,
but was able to wait out a few climbing out of the river to
return to their basking spots.
Map turtles are an incredible species. I hadn’t had any real
exposure to them prior to my time on the river, and all I
could think about when I would see them out there is how
much they reminded me of diamondback terrapins. The
females are quite large with large heads and powerful jaws
for crushing mollusks. The males are much smaller with
long, thick tails. If you changed the coloration and markings, you almost couldn’t tell the difference between the
two species. Through further research, I learned that they
are closely related and have a common ancestor, which
was no surprise. The map turtle is the closest thing to a
freshwater terrapin that I have ever seen. Their habitat in
Maryland is as unique as that of the bog turtle, spotted
turtle, or wood turtle in its own way. They have found
their way into this isolated stretch of river, fragmented at
the top and bottom of a large hydroelectric dam, far away
from the bulk of their species.
While the common map turtle in Maryland may be flourishing in this tiny space, they are in danger. Their habitat
is threatened by waterfront development that puts their
limited nesting beaches at great risk. Their livelihood is
in peril from high water levels when the dam water is released, reducing proper basking areas. Their future is in
jeopardy from nest predation and the harsh conditions the
young have to survive to reach adulthood. The research is
ongoing and will likely yield many exciting new findings
about the behavior and sustainability of Maryland’s population. They may not be rare throughout most of their
range, but those within our borders should be treated with
the respect and attention of any other endangered species.
I am grateful to have gotten up close to these amazing
creatures in one of our state’s most beautifully protected
stretches of land.
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Teal uses radio telemetry to mark the locations of
specific turtles wearing radio transmitters.

S. McDANIEL

Map turtles are very hard to spot and even harder to
film because they are extremely shy.

S. McDANIEL

Spotting turtles from a boat is much easier than on
land, though photographing them still has its challenges.
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President’s Message (cont’d)
Headstarting Project
We are meeting with the DNR regarding a proposal
whereby MATTS members with permits could headstart
select native species for release back into the wild. This
preliminary planning meeting is to be scheduled for later
in March.

New Members
Welcome to the following members who have
joined MATTS since March 2010:

Membership
Our membership roster and the budget are on track.
MATTS is always looking to expand its membership, so
please encourage a turtle-fancier friend or family member
to attend a meeting and hopefully join. Take a small supply of the blue brochures, and place them in pet shops that
you frequent.

•

Michael Burke, West Virginia

•

Devra Kitterman, Maryland

•

Robert & Davina Mentle, Maryland

•

Joyce Nalewajk, Maryland

•

Patricia Nelson, Virginia

•

Michael Quinian, Maryland

•

Andrew Reese, Virginia

•

Tonja Taylor, Maryland

Spring Public Relations Efforts
This spring, April is the month that it’s all happening for
MATTS.
MATTS will be the primary reptile attraction exhibit at
Howard County’s Green Fest. This day-long event is open
to the public and features ecological living and an improved environmental awareness. It is attended by several
hundred people and is a great exposure and teaching event
for MATTS. The date is Saturday, April 17th, at the Howard Community College in Columbia, MD. The County
will be making a monetary donation to MATTS for our
involvement.
We will also have a display at the University of Maryland’s
Maryland Day on the following Saturday, April 24th. This
is our third year at this event, which is attended by 20,000
people. With the diamondback terrapin as U-M’s mascot,
it’s a natural fit for MATTS! We always need volunteers;
please sign up at the March meeting if you can help out.
Former MATTS President Gregg Pokrywka and I are presenting a turtle talk and woodland tour on Saturday, April
10th, at the Howard County Nature Conservancy.
Our Adoptions Program continues to be very involved
with fostering and finding homes for many, many turtles
and tortoises. Recently several very unique species have
been given to MATTS. Please read Katrina’s report in this
newsletter for the details.
That’s my update for now; surely more exciting events will
come along for MATTS. When you hear of public events
that you think MATTS members might be interested in,
please contact me at rbosmans@umd.edu.

Editor’s Note:
Use Of Original Material
Submitted
For Terrapin Tales
We encourage contributions of original material
from both MATTS members and non-members
alike. We ask that contributors agree to the
following policy as a condition of our accept
-ing their original material for publication.
•

Original material submitted for Terrapin Tales
will not also be submitted to any other publication unless the title and the content are
substantially different.

•

Original articles published in Terrapin Tales
may be reprinted in other publications by
obtaining permission from the Editor and by
including a statement indicating that it was
“reprinted with permission.”
Please contact the Editor at:
MATTS Newsletter Editor
P.O Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203-4321
Email: tes2do@yahoo.com

Articles large and small are welcome!
Deadline for the May newsletter is
***
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April 1st

***
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You can join or renew your membership using the form below

Name(s)
Address:
City, State, Zip
or Postal Code
Phone Number: Home:
Email Address:
New/Renew:
Membership Level:

Work:

(Used only for communications by the Board and never distributed to other parties.)

□ New □ Renewal
□ Individual ($25 per year)
□ Family ($40 per year)
□ Organizational (non-profit) ($40 per year)
Tax-deductible contributions are welcome in any amount.

Please make check or money order (no cash please!) payable to
Mid-Atlantic Turtle & Tortoise Society, Inc.
Mail to: MATTS Membership
P.O.Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203
MARCH 2010
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Upcoming MATTS Meeting Dates
2010: March 6, May 15, October 9
(Meetings are on Saturdays, 6:00-8:30 pm)

Program details will be announced prior to each meeting
in Terrapin Tales and on the MATTS website.

Mid-Atlantic Turtle & Tortoise Society, Inc.
P.O. Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203-4321

PUT
STAMP
HERE

