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Aside from flattening the curve, I admit there have been 
other positives that have come from the stay-at-home-orders 
implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic. I've enjoyed 
working from home and spending a little extra time with my 
kids. I've also appreciated catching up on some good, trashy 
fiction . I have a love for all things cryptozoological, or the 
study of unknown or undiscovered organisms. While reading 
stories about the Sasquatch-zombie apocalypse, I reminisced 
on how my first introduction to the Kansas Department of 
Wildlife, Parks and Tourism (KDWPT) and its Chickadee 
Checkoff program was a bit cryptozoological in nature. 

The alligator snapping turtle is a large freshwater turtle 
capable of reaching sizes approaching 300 lbs. They can live 
up to a century or two and spend most of their life roaming 
the bottoms of rivers and streams. They are seldom seen, 
except by those of us who spend a lot of time fishing along 
those same rivers. 

From a very young age, these giant turtles have intrigued 
me and all I ever wanted was to see one in the wild . Little did 
I know, this species would define at least half my career as a 
conservation biologist. I've chased a lot of leads and looked at 
a lot of pictures and to date, all turtles in Kansas I have 
looked at were common snapping turtles. 

The more widespread and frequently observed common 
snapping turtle is much smaller, topping out around 30 lbs. 
Younger individuals, especially, have the three ridges along 
the back similar to those found on alligator snapping turtles. 
The most definitive way to distinguish the two species is 
by the marginal scutes, or the ring of bones along 
the outside edge of the shell. The common snap
ping turtle has a single row of marginal 
scutes, while alligator snapping 
tu rt! es have a second 
partial row. 

The status of the alligator snapping turtle in Kansas has 
long been uncertain . There are some old records from the 
Neosho and Arkansas River drainages in Kansas. The largest 
was a 132-pound individual captured in Labette County in 
1938. The last known living alligator snapping turtle in 
Kansas was last observed outside my hometown of 
Independence in 1991. In 1986, former KDWPT employee 
Doug Blex was driving to work and observed a 55 lb. female 
alligator snapping turtle crawling across a low water crossing 
on Onion Creek, south of Independence. A radio transmitter 
was placed on the turtle 's shell to study its movements. Due 
to various circumstances, the signal was lost, as was the 
turtle. Then, one evening in May of 1991, three brothers were 
running limb-lines and discovered the long lost turtle snagged 
on one of their hooks . They noticed the old transmitter 
attached to its shell and immediately reported it to Doug Blex. 
Students from Emporia State University (ESU) attached new 
transmitters to the turtle and proceeded to follow it for the 
next two years. This study was funded in part by Chickadee 
Checkoff. I was a student at Independence Community 
College at the time and was able to meet up with the ESU stu
dents and assist them with the release and tracking of the 
turtle. 

Over the next 29 years, I trapped for alligator snapping 
turtles in Kansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, and Texas. I've han

dled hundreds of alligator snapping turtles 
but have yet to turn up another individual in 
Kansas. Sadly, the species has declined 
drastically throughout its range in the 

southeastern U.S. due to habitat alter
ation and commercial collection for 

food through the mid-to-late twentieth 
century. 

Since the late 1990s, I've worked 
with a multi-agency group trying to 

restore alligator snapping turtles to the 
western edge of their distribution and I hope 
to write more about our efforts in the future. 
But as part of those efforts, we continue to 
sample in Kansas in case there may yet be 

another alligator snapping turtle living in one 
of our rivers. We are even now employing more 
futuristic techniques, such as sampling for 
trace DNA in the water column. 

When I return back to Independence to visit 
family, I occasionally drive along Onion 
Creek, and stop and stare into the water. I 
wonder if the old girl is still crawling 

around the creek some
where. 

Wildlife & Parks I 15 


