Box Turtle Lessons

The Very Thought of Turtles . . . shows this down-to-earth woodland sage the sure way to wisdom: 

For years I have watched box turtles, and I’ve decided we are much the same. Like them I mind my own business and get along. Maybe the world would be better off if more people studied the box turtle. Unlike the Russian bear or the British lion, the box turtle is peaceful. He doesn’t have teeth, and when threatened he does not roar or rear up on his hind legs, ready to fight. Instead he just shuts the door and lies low.

The man who studies turtles soon loses interest in a new house. For 175 million years, turtles have lived in essentially the same kind of house. It has only one room, and its clapboard is always painted orange or yellow and brown; yet the box turtle is never dissatisfied. Unlike the imperial lion or bear, the box turtle is happy with a modest lot. The diameter of his home territory is less than 250 yards. His indifference to the wide world brings rewards. He lives longer than almost any other turtle. There are records of box turtles that lived for more than 100 years. 

In the South he lives in open woodlands, and in New England he also lives in overgrown pastures and near streams. With his house paid for and no worries about repair bills, the box turtle does not work hard, and he sleeps from late October until April.

When he comes out of hibernation, he is understandably hungry. Almost anything pleases him. Snails, slugs caterpillars, spiders, crayfish, grasshoppers, millipedes, termites, maggots, flies, frogs, fish, toads, lizards, salamanders, earthworms and small snakes can be found on his dinner table. He is particularly fond of berries and mushrooms, and during the blackberry season, like a naughty boy standing sheepishly before an empty pie pan, his face and front claws are stained telltale black.  

Although he never loses his taste for meat, the box turtle eats more roots, stems, leaves and fruits as he grows older. The turtles around my house enjoy cantaloupes. Although I am fond of them myself, I have quit growing them. Beginning the day with strong language is bad. When I went out in the morning to pick that ripe, dew-covered cantaloupe and discovered that a turtle had already eaten it for breakfast, I am afraid I cussed. Still, cantaloupes were a small price to pay for what the box turtle taught me about eating. In my greener days I was a stalwart trencherman. Not long ago, though, the cast iron on my stomach began to rust and I felt bilious. I did not know what to do until I began to think one day about box turtles. Now I feel fine. Like an aging turtle I eat less meat and more fruit and vegetables. 

Soon after Mister Box Turtle comes out of hibernation, he looks for a lady friend. When he sees a likely-looking candidate, he doesn’t amble right up and begin talking. No, sir, he stops about four inches away from her and straightens his legs out so he will look his best. As any proper lady should, Miss Box Turtle looks away and goes back into her house. If she likes him, though, she leaves the front door cracked and peeks out. Once he senses a spark in his lady’s heart, he prances around her, nibbling her shell. Throughout the courtship Miss Box Turtrle remains demure, and later in the summer after she has become Mrs. Boix Turtle, she still maintains propriety. Some things, she knows, are best done in private. Mister Box Turtle is not present when she lays her eggs, unlike, I understand, what goes on around here when like as not the husband, loaded down with camera and a tape recorder, will be in the delivery room with his wife.

If I had thyroid trouble, I thought, so did box turtles. Like me they get up early, and about noon they start yawning, particularly on hot days. In the afternoon, they doze under a cool log in the woods. The very thought of box turtles freshened my thyroid and, feeling wonderful, I went into the house and had a long, untroubled sleep.

Last week Aunt Sallie wrote that she and Oscar weren’t coming next summer unless I did something about the turtles. She said she had read a book about turtles and did I know, she said, that box turtles have chiggers. I didn’t know it, but occasionally I do have to scratch. Still, chiggers are a minor irritant compared with the things that itch people who don’t grow wise studying box turtles.


(Samuel Pickering, Jr., in Reader’s Digest. September, 1983, p. 120-122)
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