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DO ORNATE BOX TURTLES PREY ON BIRDS? 

The ornate box turtle, Tevrccpene ovnata omata (Agassiz), is a common 
turtle in Oklahoma (Webb, 1970; Secor and Carpenter, 1984). Yet little is 
known about the natural history and especially the diet and feeding habits of 
this turtle throughout much of its range. 

Information on feeding habits of ornate box turtles in Oklahoma is 
based primarily on miscellaneous observations. Webb (1970) preserved an 
ornate box turtle from Oklahoma which disgorged flowers and leaves of 
spiderwort, Tradescantia. Marr (1944) collected ornate box turtles in Beaver 
and Harper Counties, Oklahoma, and also in Kansas, Texas, Colorado and 
Nebraska. He (Marr, 1944) captured turtles on rolled oats used to bait rat 
traps and observed turtles eating grasshoppers and trapped rodents. Ornate 
box turtles could catch grasshoppers "on the fly" and also ate caterpillars 
and robber flies in Cimarron County according to Ortenberger and Freeman 
(1930). 

Dr. E. Norbert Smith (pers. comm.) has observed ornate box turtles 
eating grasshoppers and prickly-pear cactus fruits in Custer County, 
Oklahoma. An ornate box turtle was observed and photographed by Richard L. 
Lardie (pers. comm.) as it ate a road-killed rabbit in the middle of a 
highway in northwestern Oklahoma. The turtle continued to eat the carrion 
and would "duck" as cars passed over it. 

The classic study of T. ovnata in Kansas by Legler (1960) indicated 
ornate box turtles will eat practically anything and are unique in their 
utilization of dung communities as a source of insect foods. Ernst and 
Barbour (1972), Carr (1952), Collins (1982) and Smith and Brodie (1982) also 
pointed out the predaceous and carnivorous nature of ornate box turtles. 

The following observation indicates that ornate box turtles are 
capable of predation on vertebrates such as chickens if the turtle can 
capture them. Legler (1960) reported observations of ornate box turtles 
eating eggs, one turtle with a blue down feather in its mouth, and another 
turtle catch and eat one of a brood of Bobwhite quail. Bones of an Eastern 
Cottontail QSylvilagus flovidanus) and a chicken were found in the stomach 
contents of a box turtle in Douglas County, Kansas (Legler, 1960). 

During the first week of July, 1986, fifteen ornate box turtles were 
collected off the highways in the vicinity of Shawnee, Pottawatomie County, 
Oklahoma, by students in one of my classes. These turtles were contained on 
the floor of a small 1.5 x 1.75 m a1 uni nan building. This building was also 
being used as a brooder house for fifteen purebred bantam chicks about ten 
weeks of age. I planned to leave the turtles in the enclosure with the 
chicks for one day until the turtles could be released back into the wild. 

The next afternoon I looked into the building and saw two dead and 
partially eaten chicks on the sand-covered floor. One chick was a Rhode 
Island Red Bantam and the other a Birchen Modern Game bantam. Another 
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struggling Rhode Island Red chick was lying on the floor and a male ornate 
box turtle was pulling out its intestines and eating them. The intestines 
were being pulled out of an open wound directly below the cloaca of the 
chick. The skin area below the cloaca in Rhode Island Red chicks of this age 
is practically devoid of feathers and so thin that the intestines are visible 
beneath the skin. The other dead chicks also had open wounds in the area 
below the cloaca and they had been disemboweled through the open wounds. 
Heads and other parts of the chick's bodies had also been eaten by the 
turtles. 

I observed one male ornate box turtle actively pursuing a Rhode Island 
Red chick. The turtle would stretch its head into the air and attempt to 
grab the chick at the posterior end of the body and in the area below the 
cloaca. Once the chick was grabbed, it was held by the turtle's beak. It 
was then relatively easy for the turtle to tear through the chick's thin skin 
with the use of the sharp claws on the turtle's forefeet and expose the 
contents of the abdominal cavity. The chick's intestines were then pulled 
out and eaten. 

Ornate box turtles are opportunistic feeders but also capable of 
active predation on the young of birds. The opinion of some Oklahomans that 
ornate box turtles eat the eggs and young of some ground-nesting birds may 
have some validity. 
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